Into the Fray: Norman Jacobson, the Free Speech Movement and the Clash of Commitments by Gardner, Kai
Oberlin 
Digital Commons at Oberlin 
Honors Papers Student Work 
2015 
Into the Fray: Norman Jacobson, the Free Speech Movement and 
the Clash of Commitments 
Kai Gardner 
Oberlin College 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.oberlin.edu/honors 
 Part of the History Commons 
Repository Citation 
Gardner, Kai, "Into the Fray: Norman Jacobson, the Free Speech Movement and the Clash of 
Commitments" (2015). Honors Papers. 259. 
https://digitalcommons.oberlin.edu/honors/259 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Work at Digital Commons at Oberlin. It has 
been accepted for inclusion in Honors Papers by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons at Oberlin. For 



















Into the Fray: 
Norman Jacobson,  
the Free Speech Movement  











Candidate for Senior Honors in History 










The Search for Authenticity 
1 
 
 Chapter 1  




Chapter 2  




Existentialism Comes to the Fore: 




A Compassionate Soul in No Man’s Land: 
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what has been a complicated and at times arduous undertaking. You never 
stopped pushing me in the right direction and, what’s more, you’ve made me 
feel that we’ve both learned something from this project. Your constant 
support is invaluable; this project never would have reached the point it has 
without your enthusiasm and critiques. I’m lucky to be able to call you both a 
mentor and a friend. This wouldn’t have been possible without you.  
Thanks to my mom for showing me the depth of courage. Thanks to my 
dad for teaching me the meaning of commitment. You have both given me 
more than I could ever hope to express in words. Thanks to Tamara and 
Mirari for looking out for me. Thanks for being there: taking my calls and 
responding to my texts, listening to my complaints and anxieties, and always 
finding a way to make me feel better. Thanks to Dobby and Ziggy for 
reminding me that we should never take ourselves too seriously. Thanks to 
everyone here at Oberlin who has offered advice, support and so much fun 
over the years. Last but not least, I’d like to thank the subject of my research: 
my grandfather. This project has brought us together in a special way. You’ve 
imbued me with some of your spirit and I’ve learned so much about what 
made you uniquely you. Although you’re no longer in this world physically, it 
seems you’ve never stopped teaching. Thank you for a life of complexity, 




The Search for Authenticity  
 
On December 3rd, 1964, Norman Jacobson solemnly walked to a lecture hall and attached 
a brief note to the classroom door. The students of Political Science 113 at the University of 
California, Berkeley would arrive later that morning to discover that class had been canceled. In 
his stead, Jacobson left the words of Albert Camus: “…by our silence or by the stand we take, 
we too shall enter the fray.” Jacobson’s note went on to detail the reasons he felt he must cancel 
class: “As I have tried to absorb the significance of what was taking place before my eyes, it 
became clear to me that I simply was incapable of violating the palpable air of protest which 
today surrounds every building on this campus. There will be no class today.”1  
Jacobson felt compelled to take a stand in response to recent political events on 
Berkeley’s campus. A political theorist known for his enthusiastic and unorthodox lectures, 
Jacobson’s enthusiasm and dedication had earned him the respect and admiration of his students. 
One student publication described him as “brilliant, creative, challenging, exciting, 
unpredictable, and one of the best teachers in the University.”2 His closeness with his students, 
his commitment to his profession, and his propensity to think abstractly ensured that the 
tumultuous events on the Berkeley campus affected Jacobson distinctively. It also ensured that 
his response to those events, very much an expression of Jacobson’s nuanced and philosophical 
perspective, would be multifaceted and only partially understood.  
As Jacobson posted his class cancelation note on the classroom door, one thing was 
becoming abundantly clear to the Berkeley community: the crisis was reaching a breaking point. 
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1 Political Science 113 class cancelation note. December 3, 1964. Norman Jacobson Papers (Series 3, Carton 3, 
Folders 39-42), Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.  




In the fall of 1964, UC Berkeley was thrust into the national spotlight as student protests erupted 
on campus. The protests, which came to be known as the Free Speech Movement (FSM), pitted 
student activists against university administrators on the issue of campus political activity. 
University officials worried about the repercussions of permitting political activism at UC 
Berkeley, while student protestors sought to retain their right to use the Berkeley campus as a 
center for organizing and advocating political causes. Protests were met with administration 
crackdown, which spurred more protests and more backlash. The Free Speech Movement 
effectively placed Berkeley at the center of the rapid social change that marked the 1960s. It 
embodied the contrasts and contradictions of the decade: the activism and repression, the 
progress and regression, the hope and anxiety. 
For Jacobson, the FSM proved to be one more event in the life of a man committed to 
pondering the difficult questions of the world. As the Berkeley protests overwhelmed the 
students, administration and faculty, Jacobson saw the conflict not only as a social and political 
battle but an inherently philosophical one that would have far-ranging impact in the coming 
years. Jacobson’s simple act of cancelling class amid the height of the protests masks the 
complexity of his position. That class cancelation, which has gained some attention in scholarly 
works, did not define Jacobson.3 In fact, viewed alone, it could present a skewed and reductionist 
representation of who he was and what he valued. Jacobson sought something fundamentally 
intangible: he struggled to find significance in a world that often appeared devoid of meaning. In 
the prologue to his only book, Pride and Solace: The Functions and Limits of Political Theory, 
published in 1978, he drew an important distinction: “…the quest for truth is not identical with 
the quest for meaning.” Jacobson was, throughout his life, engaged “with the struggle to achieve 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 See Robert Cohen and Reginald E. Zelnik, The Free Speech Movement: Reflections on Berkeley in the 1960s 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002) and Alexander Bloom and Wini Breines, “Takin’ it to the Streets”: 
A Sixties Reader (New York: Oxford Univeristy Press, 2003).  
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meaning rather than to establish truth.”4 Thus he was concerned less with the messy political 
negotiations that preoccupied Berkeley at the time of the FSM than he was with the significance 
of what he was experiencing.  
As civil unrest, the very concept Jacobson had discussed theoretically in his Politics 113 
class, manifested itself concretely on Berkeley’s campus, Jacobson was faced with a daunting 
existential dilemma: how could he balance his position as an impassioned educator with his 
responsibilities as a representative of the University? How could he navigate his dual roles as 
authority figure and friend to his students? How could he balance his personal political beliefs 
against the chaotic and shifting events on the ground? The FSM presented Jacobson with myriad 
concerns of an existential nature; it urged him to contemplate issues of commitment, 
responsibility, and individuality. 
Norman Jacobson’s personal experience of the FSM illuminates the intricacy of the 
faculty response to the campus protests and speaks to a larger truth: all faculty members – pro-
student, pro-administration, and ambivalent – were forced to question their commitments when 
the FSM gripped the Berkeley campus in 1964. Faculty members proved to be something of a 
third-party intermediary, bridging the gap between the students and the administrators. It is 
convenient to conceptualize faculty members as falling into two major groups – student 
supporters and FSM opponents – but no simple division of “pro” and “con” factions gets at the 
historical reality of the event.5 This reductionist vision of the Berkeley faculty response obscures 
the nuanced experiences of the professors, a process marked by constant evaluation and 
reevaluation of ideas, opinions, and themselves.  
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4 Norman Jacobson, Pride and Solace: The Functions and Limits of Political Theory (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1978), Prologue.  
5 Reginald Zelnik, “On the Side of the Angels: The Berkeley Faculty and the FSM.” Reflections on Berkeley, 264.  
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But Jacobson also believed the FSM presented faculty members with a vital opportunity, 
which he detailed in an open letter to his colleagues: “It is time for the faculty to examine 
without flinching its own commitment to the Academy, then to begin the necessary work of 
explaining what that commitment entails to the students, Administration, Regents, and people of 
California.”6 Jacobson sought to understand both his commitments to others – his students, his 
community, his employers, his family – and his commitments to himself. In formulating his 
response to the dramatic events at Berkeley, Jacobson attempted to honor both his obligation to 
the university and his obligation to the part of himself that identified with the protestors’ critique 
of the university. Ultimately, the stand he took was a reflection of his struggle to balance his 
commitment as a university representative and a university critic.  
The FSM was not the first time Jacobson had grappled with these concerns. He arrived at 
Berkeley in 1951, beginning his teaching career at a time when the controversial UC Loyalty 
Oath created fissures among the Berkeley faculty, the local community, and the nation. The FSM 
wouldn’t be the last time he confronted these issues, either; Jacobson’s experience of the loyalty 
oath and FSM were to have lasting effects on his academic interests and his evolution as an 
educator.  
Jacobson was a man highly committed to his craft, bright, creative, and thoughtful. He 
was not a political activist by nature, but found himself thrust onto the stage. Jacobson became 
the uneasy political actor, keenly aware that “taking political action today must often mean 
taking leave of one’s senses.” He felt compelled to take a stand during the FSM, but his position 
was little understood or appreciated: Jacobson was cognizant of the ambiguities, the 
imperfectness, of any political response. Praising George Orwell, Jacobson noted that most 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 “An Appeal to the Faculty at Berkeley,” Jacobson Papers (Series 3, Carton 3, Folders 39-42).  
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people “wish desperately to believe that ‘every choice, even every political choice, is between 
good and evil, that if a thing is necessary it is also right.’” Jacobson recognized the pitfalls of 
adopting any absolute position; he was too questioning to succumb to the “fatal romanticism of 
believing in ideas as truths.” His principle commitment was to the quest for meaning. 7 
Jacobson’s political action was part of his larger search for meaning. His experiences 
reveal the underlying philosophical nature of the historical events he witnessed and speak to his 
fundamental ambition: the search for authenticity in an irrational world. “From the moment 
absurdity is recognized, it becomes a passion, the most harrowing of all,” noted Albert Camus, 
an Algerian-born French writer and Jacobson’s favorite philosopher, in The Myth of Sisyphus. 
“But whether or not one can live with one's passions, whether or not one can accept their law, 
which is to burn the heart they simultaneously exalt – that is the whole question.” For Jacobson, 
that was the whole question. He wanted to understand himself in order to live in accordance with 
himself. He was a thinker engaged in the trying but necessary quest for authenticity.  
He was also my grandfather. His passing seven years ago, during my freshman year of 
high school, deprived us of the ability to discuss in person the experiences I examine in this 
thesis. When I discovered that, in fact, my grandfather hadn’t discussed his experiences in depth 
with other members of my family, I was presented with the opportunity to uncover those 
experiences – to piece together a narrative from his personal archives at the Bancroft Library at 
UC Berkeley – contributing to my family’s knowledge of his life and personally rediscovering 
my grandfather in the process.  
Jacobson’s story is also, in part, my story. This project has been deeply personal from the 
start; the twists and turns it has taken since its inception have only broadened that personal 
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7 Jacobson, Pride and Solace, 130; Ibid; Ibid, 132.  
!
"#$%&'$!(!
significance. I’ve come to see more of my experience in his experience than I ever could have 
anticipated. But the personal aspects of this project, while adding extra layers of meaning, have 
also posed certain challenges. Writing about a family member in an academic register has 
presented a unique set of concerns; using my grandfather as my subject has forced me to 
constantly evaluate and revaluate my stance as a researcher and writer. I, perhaps not unlike the 
existential thinkers that formed part of the inspiration for this project, find objectivity an alluring 
concept but one that’s notoriously hard to put into practice. The human experience is 
fundamentally a subjective one. Rather than shy away from subjectivity throughout the course of 
this project, I’ve chosen to embrace it. Structuring my project as a long-form narrative has 
allowed me to directly access the drama of the story; it has also compelled me to take small 
creative liberties in my attempt to get inside Jacobson’s head and reconstruct his thought process.  
Subjectivity, however, is not devoid of skepticism. I’ve taken a critical eye to my sources, my 
subject, and myself throughout this process, perhaps even more so by being forced to 
acknowledge that the project, due to its nature and scope, never could be entirely objective. I’ve 
attempted to construct an account that is simultaneously true to Jacobson’s experience, an 
accurate reflection of his complexity, and an honest reflection of the way I’ve interpreted my 
findings. That has been no easy task, but it’s one that has provided me with more personal 
insight and guidance than is typical for an academic project. What follows is that reconstructed 







The Bronx, the Oath and the Multiversity 
 
The story of Norman Jacobson’s experience of the Free Speech Movement begins in a 
time and place utterly different than the UC Berkeley campus in 1964. It begins not with the 
student activists of the 60s, but with their predecessors, rowdy immigrant kids fishing for crabs 
in the Harlem River after school. It begins not with politically charged protests, but with New 
York Yankees games and Ella Fitzgerald concerts. It begins not with impassioned political 
rhetoric, but with home cooking doled out by a loving Jewish mother. The story of Jacobson and 
the FSM begins in the bustling 1920s immigrant neighborhood of the Bronx, sometimes referred 
to as the “Jewish borough” of New York City. It was here, amidst the markets and theaters, that 
Jacobson had his first brush with existentialism. As Jacobson matured, eventually moving away 
from his beloved Bronx, he became aware of his profound difference, both a product of his 
Jewish identity and his outsider persona.1 
 Born to Eastern European Jewish parents on October 15, 1922, Jacobson’s early life was 
marked by a decidedly working class environment. His father, Max Jacobson, immigrated to the 
United States from his native Grinkiskis, a traditional and predominantly Jewish town in central 
Lithuania. After procuring a promising job as a flour salesman in Germany, his fate took a turn. 
His mother, then residing in Harlem, implored him to come to America. Max begrudgingly 
boarded the Noordam and set sail for New York in November of 1911, leaving the security of his 
job at the flour factory. His untimely call to the United States in fact proved to be a godsend: he 
avoided the horror that accompanied being a Jew in 1930s Europe. Once in New York, he 
secured a job working long hours seven days a week as a butter and eggs salesman. It was here 
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1 Jerry Jacobson, “Bronx Memories,” 6-8.  
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that Max Jacobson met Jennie Schatz. Schatz (later lovingly referred to by her children as Mama 
J) hailed from Hoboken, New Jersey. Her parents immigrated to the US after meeting in Russia; 
her father moved from his home in Kurland, what is now present-day Latvia, to St. Petersburg to 
work as a tailor and there met his future wife. Like so many other hopeful and determined 
immigrants, they set forth for the United States to find work and build their family.2 
 Despite the relative hardship of growing up in Depression-era New York, Jacobson’s 
early life was essentially a happy one. It was quintessential immigrant experience, especially the 
American Jewish immigrant experience: persistent, almost stubborn, hope in the face of a legacy 
of adversity. The Wall Street Crash of 1929 affected the Jacobsons, but the family managed to 
stay afloat during the worst of the crisis. Their survival of the Depression fostered an unwavering 
admiration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt; Jacobson’s parents, and much of the nation, personally 
credited him with lifting them out of the economic crisis. Jacobson and his siblings – Sylvia, his 
older sister, and Jerry, his younger brother – found some escape from the economic suffering that 
saturated New York City by making regular trips to local movie theaters, catching Hollywood 
films, news segments and, if they were lucky, the occasional cartoon.3  
Economic hardship, however, quickly gave way to a different kind of personal suffering: 
Sylvia, displaying increasingly erratic behavior in the months leading up to her high school 
graduation, was diagnosed with schizophrenia. The diagnosis carried with it a host of painful 
repercussions. Deeply misunderstood in the 1940s, mental illness was accompanied by a great 
deal of shame. Some relatives of the family attempted to distance themselves from Sylvia’s 
condition; her mental illness was seen as a smudge on an otherwise unspoiled familial line. The 
economic consequences were more tangible: the medical examinations and the frequent 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Jacobson, “Bronx,” 63-4; Ibid, 75.  
3 Ibid, 36; Ibid, 50. 
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hospitalizations were expensive, especially for a family that relied on the salary of a butter and 
eggs salesman. This personal economic hardship, not even a decade after the national economic 
hardship, provoked the family to move from the Bronx to Queens in order to establish a Jewish 
grocery store and supplement their income.  
The family experienced significant re-structuring and adaptation as a result of Sylvia’s 
illness. As the new grocery store opened its doors in Flushing, Queens, Jacobson, now in his 
early 20s, was across town in Manhattan working at a dress factory during the day and attending 
St. John’s College in Brooklyn at night. It is hard to imagine that the crisis of his sister’s illness 
did not have a profound impact on Jacobson. As the oldest son of the family, Jacobson probably 
thought himself invincible, giving little thought to the notion of susceptibility. His sister’s illness, 
however, put mortality in focus and served as a troubling realization of human vulnerability.4   
In addition to the Depression and Sylvia’s diagnosis, home life for Jacobson, while often 
filled with fun diversions like playing baseball inside the apartment with his younger brother 
while the parents were out, sometimes proved to be another stressor. Jacobson showed an early 
penchant for challenging authority; at this stage of his life, authority was synonymous with his 
parents. He desperately avoided being labeled a “pushover,” choosing instead to test the 
household limits whenever afforded the opportunity. Jacobson and his father argued frequently. 
In one instance, his father provoked a heated argument when he disparagingly compared his son 
to a distant cousin whom he clearly deemed superior. Not willing to be belittled, Jacobson 
aggravated his father to the point that Max Jacobson picked up an orange and flung it at his son. 
Jacobson ducked. Instead of hitting its intended target, the orange shattered a glass-paned door. 
His father, criticizing his son’s love of baseball, countered with, “And you call yourself a ball 
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player.” Jacobson challenged his mother as well. When she served lamb stew for dinner one 
night, he refused to eat it as an act of rebellion; this incited a comical conflict in which his 
mother continually put the lamb stew out for him to eat in subsequent days and he continually 
refused it.5  
While these interpersonal conflicts could be dismissed as the typical hallmark of family 
life, almost an adolescent rite of passage in any household, they are crucial to understanding 
Jacobson’s complex relationship with his father. Max Jacobson was a kind and decent man, but 
he possessed a jealous streak; his son’s ability to charm his mother, to win her over despite his 
disobedient behavior, presented him with a frustrating disciplinary dilemma. Sometimes it 
pushed him over the edge; he would return home from a day of work, remove his belt, take 
Jacobson in a room and beat the backs of his legs with the belt buckle. While this draconian 
discipline was, in part, about his son’s defiance, it was certainly about much more. It revealed, in 
the words of Jerry Jacobson, who was often agonizingly subjected to the punishment of listening 
to his older brother’s cries of pain coming from the back room, “a chink in the armor of the good 
guy father.” It was a blemish on their father’s otherwise pristine record.6 
And it may have fostered one of Jacobson’s peculiar tendencies: his propensity to 
uncover the negative characteristics of people held in high esteem. “Where other people would 
see a hero,” Jerry mentioned, his brother “would poke holes in him.” While pursuing his master’s 
and doctorate degrees at the University of Wisconsin, Jacobson often hosted his younger brother, 
who made the trip to Madison from Ann Arbor, where he was an undergraduate student. Jerry 
recalled an odd incident from one such visit. Jacobson had a personal meeting with one of the 
most esteemed political science faculty members at Wisconsin; when he entered his office, he 
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5 Jacobson, “Bronx,” 59; Ibid, 60-61. 
6 Jerry Jacobson, interview by author, January 4, 2015.  
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found the professor inefficiently sorting books using only his index finger. This strange habit 
somehow signified to Jacobson that the esteemed professor was in fact not completely authentic 
– a phony – and he decided he did not want to associate with him. Perhaps this incident of a 
stuffy professor meticulously organizing his books displayed a certain academic elitism, an 
esoteric quality indicative of an intellectual disconnect from the reality of life. 7   
In many ways, Jacobson’s experiences differed from the backgrounds of many of his 
peers, teachers and colleagues in academia. He had, after all, come from a non-elite background. 
He’d worked his way through college. In the early years of Jacobson’s marriage, he and Jean had 
moved to Pennsylvania for a work opportunity. Her uncle had a children’s clothing factory – the 
Tommy Tucker Shirt Factory – in Pottsville, PA. Much like his father years before in Germany, 
Jacobson excelled at his work and was poised to quickly climb the social ladder and become an 
executive in the company. There was only one problem: he hated his job. Jacobson barely 
tolerated it for a year before deciding to pursue his Master’s Degree in Wisconsin. If work at the 
Pennsylvania factory presented one unpleasant reality, the Academy offered an alternate reality, 
one where his daily busyness would shift from assembling shirts to contemplating notions of 
power and authority.8 The pursuit of knowledge he encountered in academia would, in turn, 
encourage Jacobson’s personal pursuit of meaning.  
But it was not Jacobson’s experience in the academy that most directly brought him into 
contact with existential philosophy. Rather, it was his time in the United States Navy. Before he 
obtained his degree at St. John’s College, before he married, and before he began his graduate 
work at Wisconsin, Jacobson had already had a profound life experience: military service. Like 
many young men across the country, Jacobson enlisted in the U.S. Armed Forces in the early 
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7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid.  
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1940s. World War II held a particular sense of urgency for American Jews. In addition to being 
deeply moved by the persecution of European Jews, American Jews saw something else in the 
Second World War: it was an opportunity, a challenge, to prove their commitment to their 
country, to demonstrate their Americanism once and for all. Young Jewish men lined up in 
droves at recruitment centers across the country (and in New York City in particular), hoping for 
an opportunity to fight for their country.   
 The experience of war, however, was never quite as glamorous as it appeared. Many GIs 
witnessed firsthand the horrors of the European and Pacific theaters; wartime service proved 
more mundane or routine for others. While Jacobson left no records detailing this period of his 
life, military service, like his sister’s illness, was likely an impactful event in his life as a young 
man. One cannot be certain of the specifics of Jacobson’s response to serving in the military, but 
his experience invites speculation. For Jacobson, a natural philosopher, Naval service probably 
provided an opportunity for reflection. He served three years – much of the time spent patrolling 
the waters of the North Atlantic on small ships – and was discharged as a Lieutenant Junior 
Grade. Like many Jewish GIs who had grown up in predominantly Jewish communities, 
Jacobson probably first became fully aware of his Jewishness as a defining characteristic through 
the experience of wartime service. “Inducted into the vast American military world,” writes 
Deborah Dash Moore in GI Jews, “Jews would begin to discover their difference.” Removed 
from the Bronx – far from the delicatessens and movie theaters of his youth – Jacobson had to 
define himself in relation to a community that looked and felt different than home. “Jewish GIs 
would realize that their Jewish identity lived inside of them, as part of their personalities,” notes 
Moore. “They were Jews in all sorts of complicated ways that had relatively little to do with faith 
and observance and a lot to do with dignity, fellowship, and humanity.” If Jewishness “was a 
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way of being and thinking, part of one’s public as well as private self,” Jewish GIs had to come 
to terms with their Jewishness through the experience of military service. The experience of war, 
of fighting with one’s comrades, could be unifying; it could break down the social, economic, 
ethnic, and cultural barriers that divided a pluralist America. As those divisions were 
deconstructed, however, Jewish GIs simultaneously gained an awareness of themselves as 
minorities.9   
  In addition to sharing in this communal exploration, Jacobson likely pondered the 
questions that would come to define his personal and academic life. Notions of power, 
commitment, authority, and individuality, to name a few, came into focus through the experience 
of serving one’s country. The abstract was translated into the concrete, as would happen time and 
again in Jacobson’s life. Filling a new role in a new place within a new community, Jacobson felt 
compelled to turn inward. Military service demanded a host of practical duties, but for Jacobson 
it likely also entailed a set of philosophical concerns. Perhaps it was aboard a ship on the open 
ocean that Jacobson discovered his purpose and became acquainted with the bearing 
existentialism would have on his life.  
To understand the importance of existentialism to the way in which Jacobson understood 
the world, one must first gain a basic understanding of the philosophy. To existentialist thinkers, 
human life is defined by freedom – and its consequences. The French philosopher, playwright 
and novelist Jean-Paul Sartre famously declared, “Man is condemned to be free; because once 
thrown into the world, he is responsible for everything he does.” Existentialists tended to take the 
position that much of human existence is occupied with devising strategies to deny or evade the 
realization of our own freedom, thus avoiding the responsibility it entails and the anxiety it tends 
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9 Deborah Dash Moore, GI Jews: How World War II Changed a Generation (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University, year), 48; Ibid, 11; Ibid, 4.   
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to provoke. In the context of existentialism, “freedom” is often taken to mean freedom of thought 
– our unfettered mental and imaginative capacity – from which other layers of freedom emerge. 
As the basis upon which we structure our lives, thought is understood as the origin of action. 
Freedom of thought, then, signified to existentialists a boundless freedom in the way one chose 
to live one’s life. Existential philosophers, however, were cognizant of the fact that the freedom 
of one individual often conflicts with the freedom of another. One can only fully exert free will 
in a world devoid of others. But the human experience is very much a collective undertaking, 
influenced by historical and social context; as the basis of life, freedom cannot exist in complete 
isolation from the rest of existence. (A principle critique of Sartre’s work is that, in his attempt to 
understand the human experience, he did just that: isolate his subject from its context). How one 
chooses to interact, or distance, oneself from others is a vital topic of interest in existential 
literature.10 
If, as Sartre noted, the realization of individual freedom can be an overwhelming – 
perhaps even a paradoxically debilitating experience – it is evidence of the lack of an objective 
power in the world. Years before existentialism’s pinnacle in the wake of World War II, 
Friedrich Nietzsche heralded an unsettling message: “God is dead.” Nietzsche’s statement, so 
often misunderstood, was not merely an attack on Christianity (of which he was an ardent critic), 
but an expression of Nietzsche’s belief that any higher power no longer constituted a satisfactory 
moral authority. As science advanced, Nietzsche felt that the entire religious enterprise came into 
question. The lack of an objective moral authority in the world suggested a disquieting 
conclusion: humanity was alone, shipwrecked in a mysterious and unfeeling universe.  
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10 Steven Crowell, “Existentialism,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/existentialism/; “Jean-Paul Sartre: Freedom Fighter,” review of Sartre: A 
Philosophical Biography (Cambridge University Press) by Thomas R. Flynn, The Economist, February 2015, 82-83.  
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That simultaneously liberating and frightening realization lead to another important 
existential insight: the irrational – what Camus termed “absurd” – nature of the world. Humans 
inevitably seek to understand life’s purpose, we want to understand why we are here and what we 
are doing, but Camus posited that achieving an adequate answer to those fundamental questions 
was impossible. Rather, he took the position that “the natural world, the universe, and the human 
enterprise remain silent about any such purpose.” Perhaps Camus’ concept of the absurd is best 
defined not in words but by an image: the Greek myth of Sisyphus, a king condemned by the 
gods to endlessly push a boulder up a hill, only to watch it tumble back down. It is an apt, and 
potentially frightening, representation of the human condition. Are our lives nothing more than a 
repetitive game we cannot win? It gives the impression that humanity is trapped in a hamster’s 
wheel, continually exerting energy but making no progress. We live hard, brutish lives, and then 
we die. But Camus paradoxically informs us in The Myth of Sisyphus, “The struggle itself toward 
the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.” Sisyphus happy? 
A man condemned to an interminable and humiliating punishment at the whim of the gods would 
appear to have nothing to be happy about. What Camus admired in Sisyphus, however, is his 
cognizance of his situation, no matter how cruel that situation might be. What Camus sought to 
emulate was the way in which Sisyphus unflinchingly – without searching for an escape or a way 
of avoiding reality – is fully conscious of his life, his purpose, and his fate. He has his task and 
he does it; each time he pushes the boulder up the hill, he knows it will only fall back down. That 
level of consciousness holds the liberating power of transforming a punishment into a challenge. 
By simply reaching the top of the hill over and over again, Sisyphus has immersed himself in his 
task to the point that it has become his own. No longer is it a punishment doled out by merciless 
gods; the boulder has become his, the hill his. Sisyphus has done the impossible: he has found a 
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sense of fulfillment in his situation. Camus interpreted that awareness of the absurd human 
condition, Sisyphus’ understanding that he can’t win the game, as one of the strongest 
indications of being fully alive.11  
Given that existentialist thinkers tended to deem religion, morality and science as 
insufficient to fully encapsulate the human experience, providing only incomplete pictures of our 
existence, what, then, was adequate to understand humanity’s situation? If the categories that had 
been used throughout time to structure human society were, in fact, abstractions, what did that 
leave us? Existentialist philosophers proposed another set of categories – outside of reason and 
morality, but unified by authenticity – to fully understand the nature of existence. The concept of 
authenticity, the quality of recognizing the absurdity of human existence and living in 
accordance with that condition as exemplified by Sisyphus, remains a principal philosophical 
contribution of existentialism. For the pursuit of the authentic life was, especially to Camus, 
nothing less than the driving force of humanity: our desire to understand our place in the world, 
our individual role as part of a larger whole. Authenticity captures a fundamental human 
yearning: to understand oneself in order to live in harmony with oneself.12   
It was precisely this existential issue – authenticity, which encapsulated other existential 
concerns, such as the absurd, freedom and responsibility, the individual versus the crowd – that 
would come to define Jacobson’s career at Berkeley. Before he had even received the faculty 
response regarding his PhD dissertation, Jacobson was already establishing himself in California 
with his wife and their young son, Ken.13 He prepared for the start of the fall term with what 
must have been a mix of excitement and dread. Not only was he preparing for his first teaching 
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position, which would provoke in any recent graduate a considerable amount of anxiety, he was 
preparing to enter an academic environment in conflict. As Jacobson readied his class materials 
and prepared himself for his first lecture, he couldn’t possibly anticipate the personal and 
philosophical changes he would experience in the coming years.  
Jacobson began his long career at Berkeley at one of the tensest moments in the 
university’s history. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the red baiting of the post-war period 
made its way to the University of California in a particularly corrosive way. Echoing Jacobson’s 
experience in the Navy, he once again found himself set apart from many of his colleagues by his 
Jewishness. Despite his outsider persona and the politically tense environment he entered, 
Jacobson found the early part of his career at Berkeley to be fulfilling and largely positive. 
Philosophical concerns, however, lay under the surface. It was in the 1950s that Jacobson came 
into direct contact with the existential issues he would face again in the mid-1960s. The 
California Loyalty Oath paved the way, both historically and for Jacobson personally, toward the 
Free Speech Movement.  
It began not in Berkeley but 375 miles south at the University of California, Los Angeles 
(UCLA). In 1949, a group of UCLA students invited Harold Laski, a socialist and the head of 
Britain’s left-wing Labour Party, to give a lecture on campus. Although Laski was a 
controversial figure in the politically-charged environment of the 1940s, UCLA’s provost, 
Clarence Dykstra, felt his presence on campus would demonstrate respect for free speech. In the 
hierarchy of administrative bureaucracy, however, Dykstra did not have the final say. Robert 
Sproul, president of the entire state-financed University of California system, ultimately rejected 
the Laski proposition. Sproul’s decision was greatly influenced by his higher ups, the UC 
Regents. The Regents comprise the legal governing board of the state educational system. 
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Chosen by the governor (also a Regent), the Regents often represent California’s biggest 
business interests, such as agriculture, oil, and shipping. Citing the decision of the UC Regents, 
Sproul allowed the backlash against communism that marked the late 1940s and 1950s to make 
its way to the University of California.14  
Sproul’s immediate reluctance to the idea of allowing Laski, a socialist, on campus was 
very much a product of the political and social context of the late 1940s. The Soviet Union’s 
quick turn around after WWII – from ally in the fight against fascism to ideological foe – 
shocked and frightened many Americans and many American policymakers. In the wake of the 
Second World War the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), originally 
created in 1938 to inspect Americans with Nazi ties, broadened the reach of its operations to 
investigate “subversive threats” against the American government. Spurred by the rapidly 
deteriorating relations with the Soviet Union, HUAC sought to root out communist activity 
within the United States. Ten days after president Harry Truman delivered his famous 1947 
speech to Congress – forming the basis of the Truman Doctrine, which delineated an aggressive 
Cold War policy of communist containment – he issued Executive Order 9835, establishing 
official loyalty tests intended to weed out subversives in the federal government.15  
Global events seemed to reinforce the imminent threat of communism to the democratic 
and capitalist values cherished by American policymakers. Soviet encroachment into Eastern 
Europe seemed to suggest to American politicians that the USSR was growing stronger and 
extending its reach. The Communist Party became a target for American insecurity. “So 
pervasive was the image of the Party as a lethal foreign conspiracy and so useful was that image 
as a way to cope with the uncertainties of the new atomic age,” observes Cold War historian 
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Ellen Schrecker, “that few American leaders could or would accept a more realistic assessment. 
The onset of the cold war had shocked and confused them.” The triumph of communist leader 
Mao Zedong in 1949 over US-backed Chiang Kai-shek appeared a resounding example of 
communist victory and a potential model for others who wanted revolution around the globe. It 
seemed to both reinforce the necessity of loyalty tests and provide a rationale for the subversive 
witch-hunt carried out by some American politicians. “When in 1947 Truman promulgated 
Executive Order 9835 and created a loyalty-security system,” notes Schrecker, “he legitimized, 
as only a President could, the project of eradicating Communism from American life.”16 
Back in California, under further pressure from the UC Regents and Jack Tenney – head 
of the sate legislature California Committee on Un-American Activities, ever-committed to his 
personal quest of routing out subversives in his home state – Sproul enacted a university loyalty 
oath following the Laski incident. Sproul genuinely seems to have thought that the oath would 
pass with little controversy, but his initial attempt to soften its blow was a serious miscalculation. 
His decision to sneak the oath announcement into the Faculty Bulletin, a little-read monthly 
newsletter, seemed offensive and crass to faculty members who cherished academic rights. An 
intrepid philosophy professor, Joseph Tussman, first discovered the announcement in the 
Bulletin in 1949, which vaguely informed the faculty that an oath would soon be going into 
effect and that salaries would be withheld until professors signed. The announcement mentioned 
nothing of the content of the oath itself. Outraged at the notion of the oath and in the process of 
gathering other liberal faculty members in opposition, Tussman requested a copy of the text from 
the secretary of the Regents. The fight over the California loyalty oath had begun.17 
The oath presented a clear message to the faculty: 
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I do solemnly swear that I will support the Constitution of the United States and 
the Constitution of the State of California, and that I will faithfully discharge the 
duties of my office according to the best of my ability; that I do not believe in, 
and I am not a member of, nor do I support any party or organization that believes 
in, advocates, or teaches the overthrow of the United States Government, by force 
or by any illegal or unconstitutional means. 
 
Bringing the undertone of the document to the forefront, the oath was amended in 1951 to add, 
“…that I am not a member of the Communist Party.” It presented faculty members with two 
stark options: sign or leave. Some professors who refused to sign were eventually dismissed, 
while others resigned in protest. In an act of solidarity, other faculty members and community 
members pledged financial assistance for Berkeley non-signers, whose salaries were withheld in 
the summer of 1950. Still, the majority of faculty members chose – willingly or unwillingly – to 
sign. A contingent of conservative professors supported the enactment of the oath, viewing it as 
an important weapon in the fight against communism. Others, disagreeing with the content of the 
oath but afraid of losing their jobs if they did not sign, eventually picked up their pens and 
scrawled their signatures on a document they opposed.18 
 The immediate fall-out in response to the oath reflected only a portion of the detrimental 
effects suffered by faculty members as a consequence of its enactment. Some professors 
experienced intense anxiety as a direct consequence of the oath and its aftermath. Some resorted 
to self-medicating with cigarettes and alcohol.  Others wound up in the university hospital on 
account of anxiety attacks or ulcers; one nurse remarked on the large number of “oath cases” 
she’d seen on duty. Norman Reider, a Berkeley psychiatrist who treated Cal professors, observed 
the personal effects of the oath on his patients, noting that their decision of “choosing expediency 
over principle did violence to their psyches.” In many ways, the oath was a test of conscience: 
honor one’s principles and pay the consequences of losing one’s job, salary and security, or play 
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it safe and put one’s name to an objectionable document. For many liberal faculty members at 
Berkeley, the oath presented a disturbing dilemma of conscience.19 
 Consequently, the loyalty oath proved to be one of the most divisive moments in the 
university’s history. “Especially at Berkeley,” notes Bob Blauner in his work on the UC oath, 
“the crisis brought about personal animosities, poisoning collegiality in many departments. And 
these bad feelings persisted long after the conflict was resolved.” The loyalty oath drew battle 
lines through already competitive departments, heightening tensions and, in some cases, ruining 
friendships. Recalling the years of the oath, Tussman, the philosophy professor who first 
discovered the announcement in the Berkeley Faculty Bulletin, admitted that “for years grudges 
remained, although they were not openly expressed. You remember [that] that guy signed too 
early…You remember perfidious actions of your colleagues. They ran very deep and sometimes 
were never forgiven, never forgotten.”20  
 The Berkeley oath crisis provided a dramatic and microcosmic picture of the national 
academic climate on America’s campuses in the late 1940s and 1950s. For it was not just at 
Berkeley that anti-communist fervor infiltrated American higher education. In a 1955 studied 
entitled The Academic Mind, two Columbia University sociologists set out to analyze the effects 
of the domestic Cold War on college professors. Interviewing 2,451 social scientists, Paul 
Lazarsfeld and Wagner Thielens gained a glimpse of some of the concerns and considerations of 
American academics in the 1950s. Their interviews reflect the tension that pervaded many 
American college campuses. “Just as in the Salem of the 1690’s,” noted the authors, “good 
citizens were quick to see in many an act of evil intent, and in each evil intent the signs of 
witchcraft, so in the post-war decade many detected a lurking evil in the behavior of college 
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teachers which must surely spring from a subtle and pervasive Communism.” Sometimes 
personal antagonisms between professors were resolved by an accusation of Party affiliation. 
Any conduct deemed unorthodox could be conflated as a mark of communism, reflecting “a new 
distrust of others who grow beards, write books, stand up for a minority viewpoint, or in other 
ways set themselves apart.” This distrust between faculty members was compounded by a fear of 
denouncement by students. Many professors admitted to amending syllabi and self-censoring 
teaching in an attempt to protect reputations. One thoughtless remark could bring about serious 
consequences if it was reported to a powerful administrator, alumni, or parent. An anthropology 
professor at a New England college put it best: “If you say something critical of the American 
government, for instance, you feel obliged to say something equally critical of Russia. You go 
out of your way in this respect to make your position clear.” 21  
 It was in such an environment that Jacobson, newly acquainted with his office and 
hurriedly preparing for his first lecture, began his career at Berkeley. On top of the politically 
tense environment and normal rigors of a new professorship, there was perhaps an added 
pressure for Jacobson: he was Jewish. At UC Berkeley Jacobson once again found himself set 
apart. While Berkeley and UCLA both boasted more Jewish professors (many of whom were 
European refugees of Nazism and fascism) than most American universities at the time, Jews 
were only beginning to establish a presence in the academy during the early 1950s. When 
Jacobson began his career in 1951, he would have been one of the only – or the only – Jewish 
professor in the political science department and among a small group overall at the university. 
Although Jacobson was not explicitly observant – his father had “shed his observance with his 
emigration” and as such the Bronx family hadn’t exactly been pious – he did have a strong 
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conception of his own sense of Jewishness, which was most likely reinforced during his time in 
the Navy. His daughter, Ellie Jacobson, recalled an incident from her early childhood in 
Berkeley. At one time, the family was living in nearby El Cerrito on a one-block street, 
Christmas Tree Lane. The street acquired its name and reputation from a yearly tradition; come 
Christmastime, each family set up a tree in front of their home. The Jacobson family moved to 
their new house on Christmas Tree Lane and, before long, the holiday season rolled around. 
Jacobson refused to set a Christmas tree in front of the house like his neighbors. It wasn’t simply 
a matter of not having grown up celebrating the holiday; it was also an issue of going along with 
the crowd. Setting up that tree – in a similar, albeit less serious manner – would have been akin 
to signing the loyalty oath. To Jacobson, it would have signified expediency over values, a 
willingness to place convenience and ease over a sense of principle. Going along with the crowd 
would have, in some small but not inconsequential way, robbed him of his sense of 
authenticity.22 
 That strong sense of independence coupled with his Jewish identity undoubtedly drew 
attention to Jacobson on campus. Berkeley, like other American universities in the 1950s, was 
dominated by white male professors, and remained that way through much of the following 
decade. The Berkeley political science department was no exception to the rule.23 The fact that 
Jacobson was Jewish – and the fact that, unlike some of his colleagues, he did not come from an 
elite background – could have generated a lack of social integration within the department. After 
all, he was a working class boy from the Bronx; he was nearly the antithesis of a highbred, well-
groomed Ivy League man. He was, in so many ways, different. That sense of difference came to 
define Jacobson’s academic career in both negative and positive terms.  
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 Not long after coming to the University, Jacobson gained the attention of a top new 
administrator: Clark Kerr, who remains one of the more controversial figures in Berkeley’s 
history. Born in 1911 to a family of farmers in rural Pennsylvania, Kerr pursued higher education 
at a time when only 5% of the nation’s 18 year-olds did. While enrolled at Swarthmore College, 
Kerr became involved with the Quaker America Friends Service Committee, doing volunteer 
work and participating in several “Peace Caravans,” cross-country trips in which he and fellow 
students lectured on the value of peace and the pitfalls of a militaristic society. After graduation, 
Kerr pursued a Master’s degree in business at Stanford and then transferred to Berkeley. He 
hoped to deliver lectures on the inequalities of the American capitalist system. Kerr gained a 
reputation as a skillful labor mediator – the best on the West Coast, handling over 500 labor 
disputes in some of the nation’s toughest industries – and came to teach at Berkeley in 1945, 
heading the recently-created UC Berkeley Institute of Industrial Relations. During the loyalty 
oath crisis, Kerr personally signed the oath but spoke out in defense of the non-signers; when 
President Sproul sought to have the non-signers’ positions returned to them, Kerr spoke in 
support of his proposition. In return for his contributions toward diffusing the loyalty oath crisis, 
the Regents rewarded Kerr with a new position in 1952: UC Berkeley Chancellor, elevating him 
to a powerful leadership position at one of the nation’s top universities.24 
Kerr’s eventual promotion would suggest that the loyalty oath crisis was a constantly 
shifting matter, one in which opinions and attitudes were not fixed but rather fluctuated and 
changed over time. The fact that a loyalty oath objector could ascend to one of the top 
administrative positions within the UC system seems to challenge the depiction of the loyalty 
oath as a conflict with diametrically opposed opponents. The 1950s, while certainly a period of 
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political and existential unease due to the onset of the Cold War, was also the decade that gave 
rise to Rock-n-Roll, Abstract Expressionism, the Golden Age of Television, and the Beat 
Generation. Although marked by ideological tensions both at home and abroad, the 1950s were 
not monolithic.  
Evidence of shifting allegiances once again manifested itself in Kerr’s life. In 1953, 
President Eisenhower appointed Kerr to the newly created Commission on Intergovernmental 
Relations, a Washington-based group composed of Congressmen and professional experts tasked 
with solving national and state governmental issues. Traveling back and forth between California 
and Washington quickly proved taxing. Kerr’s commitments demanded his time and attention in 
Berkeley and in 1955 he tasked Jacobson with being his alternate on the committee. Throughout 
1955, Jacobson traveled to D.C. to attend the meetings in Kerr’s stead, voting as he’d been 
instructed.  
Their personal correspondence, airmailed between Berkeley and Washington, reveals a 
certain closeness one might not expect from a professional relationship. Kerr addresses Jacobson 
simply as “Norm” and constantly professes his gratitude for his help and insight. Kerr’s decision 
to tap Jacobson, still a very new professor at the time, was notable. He must have seen something 
he liked in the young political theorist from the Bronx. Perhaps they related to each other’s 
working class backgrounds, Kerr the son of a farmer and Jacobson the son of an immigrant 
butter and egg salesman. Perhaps Kerr, a Quaker, automatically set apart as a critic of the 
American status quo, identified with Jacobson’s outsider persona at the university as well. Kerr 
made a statement by choosing Jacobson for this prestigious position. In later years, Jacobson 
served on Kerr’s advisory council for the Fund for the Republic, a think tank funded by the Ford 
Foundation. Kerr and Jacobson then worked together to establish The Center for the Study of 
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Democratic Institutions in Santa Barbara in 1959. Theirs was a professional relationship, but one 
of mutual collaboration and respect between an administrator and a faculty member.25 
It was, in part, that level of familiarity – the fact that the individuals composing a large 
university system could still interact face-to-face – that would change in the coming years with 
Kerr’s concept of the “multiversity.” After six years as Chancellor, Kerr replaced Sproul as 
president, becoming head of the entire University of California system, now with eight campuses 
and 43,000 students. In 1963, Kerr published The Uses of the University. The work detailed his 
vision of the University of California, a system of interlocking communities with various actors 
and competing interests. As the head of the multiversity, Kerr, in familiar fashion, 
conceptualized himself as filling the role of “mediator” between the numerous actors and 
interests. Keenly aware of the University of California’s close relationship with the government 
– based, in part, on the production of wartime technologies – Kerr expounded on the 
“university’s invisible product, knowledge.” “What the railroads did for the second half of the 
last century and the automobile for the first half of this century,” wrote Kerr, “may be done for 
the second half of this century by the knowledge industry.” That product, knowledge, served 
important economic sectors: agriculture, business, and the military. In Kerr’s vision, the task of 
the university, “a prime instrument of national purpose,” was the “production” of knowledge. 
But in in its quest to produce knowledge for the nation’s leading industries, the multiversity 
risked becoming bureaucratic and impersonal. It risked alienating those it meant to serve: its 
students.26 
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And some students were beginning to take note of the changes in American higher 
education. It was precisely this sort of bureaucratic detachment that the emerging New Left both 
feared and resisted. When members of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) – one of the 
most influential radical student organizations of the 1960s – gathered in Port Huron, Michigan in 
1962 to compose their manifesto, they produced a profoundly existential document. “We are 
people of this generation, bred in at least modern comfort, housed now in universities, looking 
uncomfortably to the world we inherit,” reads the Port Huron Statement. In the same way that 
existential thinkers like Camus and Sartre felt that modern society’s machine-like functions were 
an impediment to the pursuit of the authentic life, the students of SDS resisted the specialized 
and compartmentalized nature of contemporary American life. “We oppose the depersonalization 
that reduces human beings to the status of things,” they wrote. “Loneliness, estrangement, 
isolation best describe the vast distance between man and man today. These dominant tendencies 
cannot be overcome by better personal management, nor by improved gadgets, but only when a 
love of man overcomes the idolatrous worship of things by man.” The authors of the Port Huron 
Statement, like the existential philosophers, found creativity and community to be opposed to 
modern mechanization and increasing social isolation. Rallying against encroaching 
bureaucracy, the students of SDS artfully elucidated the philosophical predicament facing 
society: “Some would have us believe that Americans feel contentment amidst prosperity – but 
might it not better be called a glaze above deeply felt anxieties about their role in the new 
world?” 27 
 This fundamentally existential quest – the search for one’s role in an increasingly 
impersonal and unfeeling world – would dramatically play out on Berkeley’s campus in the 
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coming years. Jacobson would find himself pulled into a dramatic episode of American history 





A Call to Action: The Free Speech Movement 
 
 The 1960s brought Norman Jacobson’s existential contemplation to the fore. As theory 
was dramatically translated into practice, Jacobson confronted a challenging dilemma: 
reconciling conflicting commitments at the university. Amid the tensions at Berkeley, Jacobson 
implored his fellow professors to consider the situation that lay before them: “Mid the sound and 
fury of the present crisis, there exists the awful possibility that the central question thrust upon us 
by events will go unanswered. The immediate contest is of course crucial, but not simply for the 
reasons so far advanced. A question long suppressed is now upon us: Is a public university 
possible in California?” Jacobson’s open letter, “An Appeal to the Faculty at Berkeley,” 
distributed on December 21, 1964, attempted to clarify what he viewed as a crucial moment for 
self-reflection, urging his colleagues to not lose sight of an important teaching opportunity. 
“England has her Oxford…Massachusetts her Harvard,” wrote Jacobson. “It is time for the 
faculty to examine without flinching its own commitment to the Academy, then to begin the 
necessary work of explaining what that commitment entails to the students, Administration, 
Regents, and people of California.”1 
 Jacobson’s letter to the faculty met varying responses. Benson Mates of the philosophy 
department wrote what he called “a bit of fan mail,” applauding Jacobson “for suggesting that in 
the present controversy an effort be made to get down to the fundamentals.” Sociology professor 
Bob Somers informed Jacobson that he agreed with the sentiment of the letter, but felt that the 
“satirical manner” of the document “can make a sensitive citizen feel that you view him as an 
ignoramus.” Earl Rolph of the economics department found the “rhetoric fine and dandy,” but 
was disappointed by the lack of  “any specific suggestion for a new policy…is this coming in the 
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second edition?” A fellow political scientist described his feelings: “My reaction to your Appeal 
was to admire it as ‘poetry’ – and disagree deeply with it as prose.” He claimed to have written a 
response to Jacobson’s Appeal, which he planned to distribute to the faculty in similar fashion. 
On a personal level, Jacobson’s appeal felt like “an embarrassment to an old friendship.” 
Wallace Smith, an assistant professor of business administration was more forthcoming in his 
criticism. “Do you admire political bigotry?” he charged. In Smith’s words, Jacobson’s Appeal 
amounted to nothing more than “ignorant libel.” “I suppose your statement was written in a spirit 
of compassion,” wrote Smith, “but it is in fact a calumny. Will you have the decency to undo 
it?”2 
  Jacobson’s letter was a call to thought – the opportunity to examine the function of the 
very institution through which the faculty operated. But at a time when student protests were 
gripping the campus, the last thing many faculty members wanted was to ponder abstract 
philosophical ideas. Jacobson’s letter fell largely on deaf ears, mostly misunderstood and quickly 
dismissed. Finding it too uncomfortable to turn inward and examine themselves as Jacobson 
proposed, many members of the Berkeley community found themselves turning outward to focus 
on the external events that preoccupied the campus. A resolution needed to be negotiated. A 
compromise needed to be reached. It was a matter of politics, pure politics – or so many thought. 
But that attitude carried with it the “awful possibility” Jacobson feared: the philosophical 
dilemma at stake might be completely overlooked, overshadowed by political brokering.  
 It was the fall semester of 1964 and Jacobson was teaching his popular Politics 113 class 
on American political theory in addition to an elective course open to students of all majors, 
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“Contemporary Issues and Political Theory.” The course dealt with reactions to modernity, 
drawing on the work of existential thinkers such as Kierkegaard, Dostoyevsky, and Camus. The 
class was popular; in Jacobson’s words, “the enrollment was considerable, reflecting widespread 
interest in politics, not least in political theory.” And it couldn’t have been timelier: the 
theoretical was about to manifest itself concretely on Berkeley’s campus.3 
 On September 14, a week before the start of classes, Assistant Dean of Students 
Catherine Towle distributed a concise letter to the leaders of all student organizations at UC 
Berkeley. She curtly informed the student organizers – everyone from the heads of the Berkeley 
chapter of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), an important student civil 
rights organization, to the leaders of the Young Republicans for Barry Goldwater – that they 
would no longer be permitted to set up tables, recruit members, solicit donations, or advocate 
political causes on a strip of a land bordering the Berkeley campus. The sidewalk area at the 
intersection of Bancroft Way and Telegraph Avenue had been long been used by students as an 
important organizing spot. Thought to be Berkeley city property, the strip of land fell outside 
University jurisdiction. But, as Dean Towle notified the students in her letter, the university had 
recently been informed that the land was in fact college property. University regulations 
regulating political action would henceforth be strictly enforced.4  
 This seemingly innocuous incident obscures the intricate and hard-fought battle that lay 
under the surface. All sorts of student groups manned tables on the Bancroft strip, yet the diverse 
field of political causes and advocates was dominated by groups, like SNCC, that focused their 
efforts on one of the most pressing issues of the day: civil rights. By 1964, the civil rights 
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movement was in full force. The temperature wasn’t only rising in the South, but also in the Bay 
Area, and many Berkeley students felt compelled to organize around issues of civil rights and 
civil liberties. In 1960, HUAC made an unpopular appearance in San Francisco when the 
committee’s members decided to hold hearings in the West Coast city. A large group of Berkeley 
students – mostly composed of members of the American Civil Liberties Union, SLATE (a UC 
Berkeley student political party), and the Young Peoples Socialist League, as well as unaffiliated 
individuals – made the trip across the San Francisco Bay to protest the controversial HUAC 
meetings. The first protest passed without incident, but the second, on what has since been 
termed “Black Friday,” May 16, 1960, gained national attention. Protesting students sat outside 
the committee’s chambers singing “We Shall Overcome” only to have fire hydrants turned on 
them by police, washing them down the steps of City Hall. Unsurprisingly, HUAC members 
suspected the Communist Party had orchestrated the student protests. Seeing a public relations 
opportunity, the committee produced a film, Operation Abolition, which made their suspicions 
clear for the public audience. The film was screened across the country and intended to defame 
the student protestors, but it had an unintended effect: inspired students from all over the country 
flocked to Berkeley. 5 
Following the HUAC protests, Berkeley students, led by members of the Congress on 
Racial Equality (CORE), launched similar protests to denounce discriminatory hiring practices in 
the Bay Area. World War II had irrevocably altered the demographics of the region; poor 
Southern blacks moved westward in droves in search of work at the booming military shipyards 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Alice Huberman and Jim Prickett, “HUAC: May 1960: The Events;the Aftermath,” Free Speech Movement 
Archives, http://www.fsm-a.org/stacks/AP_files/APHUAC60.html; 
Carl Nolte, “’Black Friday,’ birth of U.S. protest movement, San Francisco Chronicle, May 13, 2010, 
http://www.sfgate.com/news/article/Black-Friday-birth-of-U-S-protest-movement-3188770.php;  




along the West Coast. In 1940, there were only 124,000 African Americans in the entire state of 
California. By 1960 census data recorded over 83,000 black residents in the city of Oakland 
alone. Throughout the early 1960s, Berkeley students picketed some of the Bay Area’s worst 
civil rights offenders – Mel’s Drive-In Diner, the Sheraton-Palace Hotel in San Francisco, and 
the Lucky’s chain of grocery stores. They set their sights squarely on the most reactionary 
publisher in the region: William Knowland, owner of the Oakland Tribune. A former US 
senator, Knowland was one of the Bay Area’s best-connected and most powerful political 
players. While the student protests were largely unsuccessful in changing discriminatory hiring 
practices, they successfully drew attention to pervasive discrimination in the Bay Area. The 
battle over civil rights had made its way out west.6 
Knowland, angry at what he deemed uppity college students and eager to preserve the 
status quo, sought to squelch the dissent early on. In the eyes of the student protestors, the 
California political heavyweight’s irritation with the pickets of the Tribune proved to be the 
catalyst that led the University to change its policy regarding political organizing, setting in 
motion one of the defining moments of the 1960s: the Free Speech Movement.7 A popular 
interpretation at the time (yet to be fully substantiated) was that Knowland personally tipped off 
the administration about the true jurisdiction of the Bancroft Strip. Whether or not Knowland 
himself was to blame for the University’s change of policy, he, along with other conservative 
forces within the Bay Area, was certainly disturbed by the recent civil rights protesting, 
especially as it affected his business. It was in the best interest of local reactionaries to put an end 
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to the organizing. Dean Towle’s announcement, however, wasn’t received as the administrators 
hoped. Rather than quieting student activists, it set off a semester-long protest that succeeded in 
slowing the function of the university. Several days after Towle’s announcement, representatives 
from a wide range of student groups formed a united front to negotiate with the administration 
over the new policy. By September 21, the first day of classes, Dean Towle had modified the 
original restrictions to allow the students to set up tables and distribute materials. She 
differentiated between advocating a cause and mounting political action, banning the later, thus 
still prohibiting students from engaging in the “essential stuff of politics.”8  
The implications of the university’s policy were not lost on its students: it would deny 
them the right to advocate action at a time when it was sorely needed.  Many of the emerging 
student leaders in the fight against the administration had direct experience doing civil rights 
work in the South. Some had traveled to Mississippi the summer of 1964 to participate in 
“Freedom Summer,” a drive to register black voters and combat discriminatory “literacy tests” 
used to keep African-Americans off the voter rolls. On September 30, amid growing tension, the 
administration charged five students with disciplinary action for violating the University’s 
regulations on political activity. In response, over 400 students signed their names to a petition 
requesting that they too face disciplinary hearings; they felt that all students were equally 
responsible for manning the tables.9  
The defining moment came on October 1. A group of students set up their tables in 
defiance of the rules. Before long, a police car arrived on the scene, and two Berkeley cops 
proceeded to arrest Jack Weinberg, an organizer for CORE. In one of the 1960’s most famous 
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images, students spontaneously surrounded the police car, refusing to allow the officers to take 
Weinberg to the station. One by one, student speakers climbed atop the police car – careful to 
remove their shoes beforehand – and delivered impassioned speeches to the massing crowd. One 
such student was Mario Savio, who quickly emerged as the most visible figure associated with 
the opposition. A New York-born philosophy major, Savio had participated in “Freedom 
Summer” and done aid work in rural Mexico. Afflicted by a debilitating stutter, Savio 
spontaneously adopted a different persona atop the police car; he spoke with clarity, eloquence, 
and passion. He put words to the anger of Berkeley students.10 
One must be careful, however, not to overemphasize the connection between civil rights 
organizing and the FSM. It is undeniable that conservative forces seeking to squelch student 
organizing in the South served as an impetus for the university’s ban on political organizing, 
which in turn spurred the student protests. But other issues were lurking under the surface; the 
FSM served as a prism to focus the disparate concerns of the 1960s. “Those who view the FSM 
merely as an extension of the civil-rights movement, merely as a battle to enable student civil-
rights groups to maintain the campus as a base for their operations, have a very incomplete 
understanding of the FSM,” wrote Weinberg in 1965. To Weinberg, civil rights organizing 
appealed to students “because they have found it to be a front on which they can attack basic 
social problems, a front on which they can have some real impact.” Doing civil rights work was 
empowering and encouraged students to trust in their own human agency. In comparison with 
the Klan in rural Mississippi, the stuffy academic administrators at Berkeley didn’t appear so 
threatening. Many student activists had direct encounters with violence, some even with life-
threatening experiences. Student activists were not about to have their rights denied by the 
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Berkeley administration. To Weinberg, the real essence of the FSM was to mount a response to 
the existential dilemma detailed by the authors of the Port Huron Statement: 
Throughout society, the individual has lost more and more control over his 
environment…On his job, he has become more and more a cog in the machine, a part of a 
master plan in whose formulation he is not consulted, and over which he can exert no 
influence for change. He finds it increasingly more difficult to find meaning in his job 
and in his life. He grows more cynical.  
 
If civil rights organizing encouraged and motivated the FSM, human agency was the 
philosophical underpinning of that political concern.11 
 The bureaucratic nature inherent in Kerr’s multiversity – a concept that eroded the 
intimacy that had once been a hallmark of academia – connected with the broader existential 
isolation many young people felt. Some students feared being reduced merely to a thing 
resembling a human but stripped of all individuality. It was the fear of becoming nothing more 
than a product of the knowledge industry, a commodity that could be bought and sold. Some 
feared that the pursuit of the authentic life was being cast aside in favor of a streamlined, 
specialized and sterile assembly line conception of personal development. Perhaps Savio put it 
best in his famous December 3, 1964 speech, expounding on existential alienation, in which he 
urged students to put their “bodies upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all the apparatus” so 
that “the machine will be prevented from working at all!”12 One had to forcefully protest the 
increasing mechanization of society or risk becoming just another cog in the wheel.  
 As the FSM progressed, Savio found himself at the head of a political agenda to overturn 
the University’s regulations on political advocacy. The student protestors viewed the campus 
restrictions as a limitation of their right to free speech. Although Savio became the face of the 
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FSM, he didn’t consider himself a naturally political person, despite his record as a political 
volunteer. His involvement in the student protests stemmed from something greater than politics; 
it originated in a firm and unshakeable philosophical awareness that compelled him toward 
action. Savio put it best in his 1965 interview with Life Magazine: “I am not a political person. 
My involvement in the Free Speech Movement is religious and moral…I don’t know what made 
me get up and give that first speech. I only know I had to. What was it Kierkegaard said about 
free acts? They’re the ones that, looking back, you realize you couldn’t help doing.”13  
It may have been this characteristic of Savio – his emphasis on the philosophical, his 
uncanny ability to tune out the noise and get to the heart of the issues – that resonated with 
Jacobson. Jacobson’s son, Ken, recalled occasionally hosting Savio at the family home for 
dinners during the FSM. Whether or not these meals functioned as meetings between Savio and 
Jacobson remains unclear. What is clear, however, is that Jacobson clearly saw something he 
admired in the philosophy major. Jacobson, like Savio, wasn’t a person who naturally gravitated 
toward political activism, as his friend, Robert Peyton, confirmed in an interview.14 But much 
like Savio, Jacobson soon found himself compelled to respond to the events unfolding on 
campus. As the protests intensified and tensions increased, one group on campus found itself 
squarely in the middle of the students and the administration: the Berkeley faculty.  
Operating somewhere in between the poles of authority figure and friend, many faculty 
members were initially unsure how to respond to the FSM protests. Most colleges still operated 
under the concept of in loco parentis – the parent in place – and Berkeley was no exception. In 
place of the actual parent, the university was tasked with some of the functions and 
responsibilities of a parental figure. “The notion of what the university was supposed to do,” 
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Peyton said, “was to take care of your morals.” Many Berkeley students, especially those active 
in the student protests, objected to in loco parentis. Why shouldn’t they be allowed to do 
political organizing on campus if, as citizens, they were permitted to do it off campus? Wasn’t 
the university’s desire to keep its students out of trouble, to guide them down the straight and 
narrow moral path, an infringement on their personal liberty? The burden of the university as the 
moral caretaker often fell on the shoulders of its educators. If the constant goal of the FSM was 
“to wean a hesitant faculty away from its tendency to identify with the administration and bring 
it over to the student side of the battle line,” as Reginald E. Zelnik observed in his essay on the 
Berkeley faculty response, a large part of that battle involved shifting the very notion of the 
educator’s role.15  
Jacobson sympathized with the students’ concerns and had a distinctive understanding of 
his role as a professor. Reflecting on his career in 1968, Jacobson detailed the other side of in 
loco parentis and the way in which this shaped his notion of himself as an educator:  
The way I see it is that the student’s expectation is that he has been held…the promise 
has been held out to him that…his hunger and his anguish, his anxiety will be quieted at 
the university, and that there will be authorities there to do the job. And I think of it very 
much…as the Jewish mother. That is the sacrificial authority who will give [up] part of 
herself in order to nurture all the little ones and spare them pain. I think that when I came 
…to this particular understanding of it I began to look less to what I would give the 
student. That is I began to look at myself less as a teacher, and began to raise the question 
‘what am I gonna learn in this particular course or from these students’…on the grounds 
that if my own appetite were kept alive and if I sought in my own ways to sharpen the 
appetite, to make it more sophisticated and so on the students would be doing the same 
thing. 
 
In the same way that Jacobson’s appeal to the faculty proved a bit too abstract for colleagues 
focused on the “practical,” Jacobson’s nuanced conception of his role marked him as an outlier 
on campus. Some professors grew content in the security of their positions at Berkeley, and 
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passion rarely found its way into their classrooms, as Jacobson went on to say: “Two professors 
meet on campus…an office from eight to five, they’re living off the fat of the land, they can 
work as much or as little as they want…and they’ve got captive audiences who have to listen to 
them.” According to Jacobson, it was one thing to merely fill a role and something else entirely 
to immerse oneself in one’s position.16 
 The nature of the University was changing, as the FSM protestors charged, the sense of 
passion and intrigue switched for bureaucratic detachment. “It’s got to be a dialogue, getting an 
education,” Savio said in 1965. He claimed that at Berkeley “people have to suppress the very 
questions which reading a book raises.” To Savio, much of the problem lay in the fact that 
faculty members had become more focused on publishing work and gaining tenure than their 
primary role as teachers. That stemmed from bureaucratic oversight, from an administration that 
failed to provide its educators with “conditions under which they could teach.” At an esteemed 
university like Berkeley, professors faced many professional demands for research and 
publication. It wasn’t that the quality of the educators was lacking – Savio would be the first to 
cite Berkeley’s share of Nobel laureates – rather that bureaucracy had gotten in the way of the 
basic connection between teacher and student. This, according to the protestors, was indicative of 
broader societal changes. “The bureaucratization of the campus is just a reflection of the 
bureaucratization of American life,” wrote Weinberg. The student protestors wanted faculty 
members to join them in action. There were two options: action, in the way the protestors 
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conceived of it, and inaction, which encompassed a variety of other responses. Those who 
remained silent were complicit in the bureaucracy.17 
But Jacobson, like most professors, did remain silent for quite some time. His 
silence should not be misconstrued as apathy; Jacobson was far from apathetic when it came to 
education. Like the majority of faculty members, however, Jacobson expressed a hope that the 
protests would quickly blow over. They hoped that the issues could be resolved through official 
channels and that normalcy would quickly return to campus. Some feared that the protests would 
intensify and disrupt the normal functioning of the university. The professors who did show early 
and vocal support for the students were generally young and untenured. Although they risked 
jeopardizing their tenure-track careers by supporting the student protestors, the young professors 
could perhaps relate more directly than their older colleagues to the “breaking down of 
paternalist protection and imposed cultural roles” that characterized the students’ plight.18 The 
vast majority of professors were ambivalent, unsure how the protests would progress and unsure 
how to formulate a response. The safest policy was to wait and see how things developed. As the 
protests intensified, however, it became clear that the students were not planning on backing 
down in the face of administrative crackdown.  
A cycle had established itself over the course of the semester: protests were followed by 
new charges of disciplinary action against protestors, which, in turn, provoked more protests. 
Come December, nothing had been resolved and the list of grievances continued to grow. 
Chancellor Edward Strong became the face of the administration response, often handing down 
unpopular disciplinary sentences. Strong displayed little willingness to negotiate with the 
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students. He was an intelligent and talented individual – a graduate of Stanford and Columbia 
who helped establish Berkeley’s Department of Computer Science – but he was completely 
unprepared for the 1964 protests. He was inept in his response to the students, showing little 
grace under pressure or much evidence of an ability to think creatively in negotiations. The fact 
that he had earned his PhD in philosophy and been a member of Berkeley’s philosophy 
department only revealed the depth of his detachment. Despite his training as a philosopher, he 
didn’t understand the philosophical message of the protestors. Like many professors and 
administrators on campus, Strong seems to have overlooked the underlying existential nature of 
the FSM. Merely viewing the protests through the lens of a related issue – civil rights, for 
example, as Weinberg noted – meant missing the complete picture of the movement. By focusing 
on the political aspects of the FSM, it became easier for administrators to dismiss the protestors’ 
claims. Careful analysis of their philosophical claims would have presented an existential 
dilemma that few on campus seemed prepared to contemplate.  
It wasn’t only the students who noticed the administration’s inept response; faculty 
members were taking note too, and many objected to Strong’s handling of the protests. It was, in 
a certain way, a familiar experience for faculty members who had been at Berkeley during the 
Loyalty Oath crisis. In the case of the FSM, “administration blunders and ineptitude allowed a 
relatively minor event to spiral out of control,” much like Sproul’s insensitive introduction of the 
oath in the Faculty Bulletin immediately provided a rallying cause for the opposition. Jacobson 
recalled that Kerr was on a business trip in Africa when the FSM first broke out; by the time he 
returned to campus, the situation had already been mishandled. “I think that’s typical of what 
happened,” Jacobson noted. “He came back, it was pretty much out of hand…the administration 
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was distant from what was going on.”19 Administrative waffling ultimately unified the protesting 
students. The FSM was on the verge of breaking apart at one point in the fall semester. The 
frequent, all-night meetings were draining, as was the policy requiring unanimous consent by the 
FSM Steering Committee to approve new actions. Countless hours of fierce debate and lack of 
sleep led some students to feel they could no longer work together. Meetings were growing more 
divisive, and factions within the movement were emerging. It was only when Chancellor Strong 
renewed disciplinary action against a number of FSM leaders that the protestors reunified and 
made the final push to ramp up their actions as the end of the semester approached.  
The administration’s miscalculated response to the FSM led some faculty members to 
move to the side of the students during the controversy. Administration ineptitude provided a 
starker choice for the faculty: side with the unequipped and out of touch administration or the 
impassioned students. Even if faculty members agreed in spirit with the protestors, they could 
still object to the protests. Such was the case with loyalty oath veteran Joseph Tussman; he 
supported the protestors’ emphasis on free speech, but he had mixed feelings about the sit-ins, 
which he considered “coercive.” Still, many faculty members didn’t want to fully align 
themselves with the administration either, as Peyton recalls: “You could count on the 
administration to do something stupid…Chancellor Strong…actually shouldn’t he have been 
called ‘Chancellor Weak’? He decided to bring charges against the [students]…Nobody wanted 
to identify with that.” From the beginning of the fall term, there were strong student supporters 
and strong administration supporters among the faculty. But the majority of professors found 
themselves faced with difficult decision of choosing to align themselves between two 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 “Norman Jacobson: Professor of Political Theory,” interview conducted by Lisa Rubens. 
http://digitalassets.lib.berkeley.edu/roho/ucb/text/jacobson_norman.pdf, 10.  
!
"#$%&'$!()!
controversial forces. It is no surprise then that the largest faculty contingent during the FSM was 
ambivalent.20 
It was not until the dramatic events of December 3rd, 1964 that most faculty members 
were compelled to act. After issuing an ultimatum to the administration demanding that the 
charges against FSM leaders Savio and Art Goldberg be dropped, the students decided to occupy 
Sproul Hall, an administrative building on campus. Over 800 students remained for the night. At 
around 3 AM, Chancellor Strong unsuccessfully urged students to leave the building; at 3:45 
AM, California governor Edmund Brown dispatched police to arrest the students. The arrests 
understandably concerned many faculty members, providing the impetus for action. On “the day 
that dawned with the student arrests,” former professor Leon Wofsy noted that over eight 
hundred faculty members called an emergency meeting. But the student arrests did not only 
compel pro-FSM faculty members to act. As the eight hundred attempted to hammer out some 
form of compromise between the students and administration, a group of two hundred professors 
(including 4 Nobel laureates) sent a telegram to Governor Brown reaffirming their confidence in 
Kerr and Strong in light of the arrests.21 
The events of December 3rd motivated Jacobson to cancel class, challenging his students 
with the words of Albert Camus in the process. A handful of other professors elected to follow a 
similar course of action. Jacobson’s decision marked him as an outlier on campus. The most 
typical faculty reaction was to hold class meetings as usual. Cancelling class wasn’t a decision 
Jacobson took lightly. “Even pro-FSM faculty were mindful of their obligations to nonstriking 
students and therefore struggled to reconcile their conflicting loyalties,” notes Zelnik. “Some met 
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their classes off campus to avoid crossing picket lines, many of which were manned by their own 
graduate students; others met on campus but devoted their classes to discussion of the crisis; a 
few dismissed classes outright as a symbol of solidarity with the strikers.” Harold Stampp, a 
former professor, reflected on the dilemma he faced, like Jacobson, when formulating his 
response to the student protests: 
I had mixed feeling about faculty dismissing classes. If students wanted to go on strike, 
that’s fine, that’s their decision. But there were students who did not sympathize with the 
strike…I missed one class…I really had very strong [positive] feelings about the Free 
Speech Movement. I sympathized with it, but also [was concerned] about our 
responsibilities as teachers here, and not making these decisions for students. If you 
dismiss your class, then you’ve made the decision for all of them, whether or not they 
sympathize with it or not.22 
 
 Jacobson viewed cancelling class as an inherently existential dilemma. The severity of 
the events of December 3rd forced him to respond to a question he’d been contemplating all 
semester: to whom and to what was he committed? He understood the FSM in a unique way: he 
was able to grasp the existential undertone of the movement. Savio’s rousing oratory resonated 
with Jacobson. He enjoyed contemplating the important philosophical questions of life but was 
also aware that his very ability to contemplate those observations about human existence was a 
luxury permitted to him by the institution in which he worked. Reflecting on this aspect of 
Jacobson’s personal experience, Peyton drew a connection between Camus’ existentialism and 
Jacobson’s responsibilities at the university:  
...Camus’ idea that you have to imagine Sisyphus happy because on the way down the 
hill, he’s got his task and now he’s free as he walks down the hill and then he picks up his 
task again. I think there was something in what Norman’s feeling about his role in the 
university…that he had his task. I think, although he had that letter where he said he 
couldn’t teach his class, and he was contrary – he was a contrarian in so many ways…he 
was still within the institution. I think he knew that the institution offered him the 
opportunity to have his task.23   
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Jacobson’s cancelling of class, just like his silence throughout the beginning of the 
semester, is therefore more complicated than it may first appear. Focusing only on the actions he 
took would mean forgoing the process he underwent in formulating his response. In 
Existentialism is a Humanism, Sartre famously declared, “Il n’y a pas de réalité que dans 
l’action” – there is no reality except in action. In the same way that Descartes conceptualized 
thought as a sign of existence – “I think, therefore I am” – Sartre saw little distinction between 
existence and action. Simply by existing in the world, we are acting. Thought itself is action; it 
emanates from our being, and thoughts often manifest themselves in the world as actions. The 
action is important, but so is the act of arriving at an action. In other words, the process matters. 
Sartre, in effect, took Descartes observation one step further – I am, therefore I act.  
This is precisely what Jacobson understood – and hoped his students would take away – 
from his class cancelation note. “By the silence or by the stand we take, we too shall enter the 
fray,” the note began. Had Jacobson chosen not to cancel class, he would have still been 
responding to the turbulent events on campus. Jacobson felt compelled to act, and that stemmed 
from an existential meditation provoked by the FSM. “Since whether we care to or not we enter 
the fray, it would pay us well to attempt to understand our own attachments and prejudices, and 
the likely consequences of our actions,” Jacobson wrote in Pride and Solace.24 His was an 
experience of assessing and constantly reassessing his opinions, values, and his commitments. 
Was action authentic? Was inaction authentic? In deciding to cancel class, Jacobson had to do 
the substantive work of living authentically: balancing numerous internal contradictions, 
evaluating responsibilities, and ultimately choosing a path to action.  
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What mattered most was whether or not the action he took was consistent with who he 
was as a person – whether or not it was authentic action. For Jacobson, dramatically cancelling 
class amid the height of the protests, in effect taking an action few professors took, seemed 
consistent with who he was: a contrarian. But more than simply a sign of his contrary 
personality, his decision to cancel class also aligned with his principal commitment in life – the 
pursuit of meaning. Jacobson’s action should be understood as an external reflection of a very 
personal, internal process. More than merely throwing weight and political clout behind his 
students, Jacobson’s class cancellation was the product of a progression of self-reflection. It was 
an expression of the maturation of Jacobson’s worldview, a perspective that would develop 
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Jacobson’s experience of the Free Speech Movement would have a lasting impact on his 
worldview and his conception of himself as an educator. The crisis at the university compelled 
Jacobson to evaluate his role, his responsibilities, and his values. As his personal contemplation 
deepened, his existential introspection began to manifest itself more clearly in the classroom. 
The FSM provoked Jacobson to bridge the gap between what he and his students experienced 
within the university and outside its walls. The dividing lines between his work within the 
university and his broader philosophical mission in life began to blur. Through the experience of 
the Free Speech Movement, existentialism, in effect, solidified its importance to Jacobson’s 
personal and professional life.  
True to its controversial nature, the FSM reached a dramatic end. Several days after the 
December 3rd mass arrest, President Kerr and Berkeley’s departmental chairmen called a 
campus-wide convocation to address the recent events. At 11 AM on December 7th, 1964 over 
16,000 students, faculty and staff members massed at the Greek Theater, a large stone 
amphitheater on the Berkeley campus. Robert A. Scalapino, chairman of the political science 
department, introduced President Kerr, affirming his commitment to maintain “peace and 
decency.” Flanked by the Berkeley departmental chairs, Kerr presented his terms, which mostly 
reiterated the status quo.1 
Prior to the meeting, Savio had unsuccessfully requested an opportunity to address the 
crowd. As Kerr reached the end of his remarks and Scalapino announced the meeting’s 
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adjournment, Savio, clutching a scroll of paper, dashed across the stage toward the podium. Two 
university police officers wrestled him away, ripping his suit and hauling him offstage to the 
green room. Fellow FSM leader Art Goldberg pleaded with Kerr to release Savio; Kerr agreed to 
authorize his release, upon which Savio greeted the crowd and announced he was calling an FSM 
meeting at noon.  
The dramatic scene at the Greek Theater compelled the faculty to organize an emergency 
meeting of the Academic Senate the very next day. The Senate voted 824 to 115 to approve a 
largely pro-student resolution, building upon earlier work produced by 200 pro-FSM faculty 
members. In January, Martin Meyerson, Dean of the College of Environmental Design, replaced 
Chancellor Strong. He immediately announced that the steps of Sproul Hall would be designated 
an open discussion area and that setting up tables would be permitted. The Free Speech 
Movement had effectively come to a close. For Jacobson, however, the existential dilemma 
regarding his role at the University, provoked in part by his experience of the FSM, would only 
intensify in the coming years. 1965 brought significant changes within both his academic 
department and his own life.  
 The FSM hadn’t only compelled Jacobson to examine the conflicting impulses within 
himself as an individual. It had also highlighted divergent tendencies within the Berkeley 
political science department as a whole. In the same way that the loyalty oath drew battle lines 
through academic departments, the FSM controversy heightened tensions between faculty 
members. Surprisingly, departments that one might think of as fairly apolitical tended to more 
easily rally around one side or the other. So it was that the Berkeley zoology department almost 
unanimously supported the student protestors. But within Jacobson’s department – a department 
composed of individuals immersed in the study of politics and, perhaps, therefore more 
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opinionated about political events – the FSM proved to be particularly controversial. The pull to 
line up behind either the student protestors or the administration had a particularly corrosive 
effect on the political science department. “Certainly by the 7th of December,” recalled Jacobson 
in a 1999 oral history interview, “you [had] to take a position. And that’s when politicking within 
the department began, when phone calls from people trying to convince other people, and so on. 
That’s when people stopped talking to people. And by the spring of 1965 the department was 
wracked.”2 
The FSM and its aftermath illuminated a preexisting division within the political science 
department: a rift between the political theorists and the political behaviorists. Jacobson and his 
colleagues, the political theorists, were engaged in a philosophical and sometimes abstract 
discipline. The political behaviorists, on the other hand, were trained as social scientists and put 
faith in data and statistics. The split was also generational: the theorists were generally younger 
and more politically liberal than their senior counterparts. The two factions frequently found 
themselves at odds not only politically but methodologically as well. Peyton, at the time a 
political science graduate student, recalled the tension within the department, noting that political 
theory classes were more popular with students than other politics course offerings: “Students 
were enthused and they thought what they were doing was really special. And the others, 
American government and everything, they were just going through to hope to get a job. And the 
department did not like to hear that because it was mainly controlled by the American 
government people.”3  
A debate was shaping up within the department about the very nature of the discipline. 
Following the FSM, an anonymous group of students and faculty members circulated Political 
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Science at Berkeley: An Invitation to a Discussion, a document detailing the increasingly 
bureaucratic, detached, and uninterested tendencies of the political science department:  
The multiversity has improved the packaging and promotion of education; its content has 
become fragmented. Narrowly specialized courses and research projects multiply, but 
opportunities for examining questions that matter in the living of a human life are fewer 
and fewer…The [political science] department is dedicated to a distorted form of 
professionalism which focuses on technique to the neglect of relevant problems and 
premises…A pervasive factionalism exists at every level – from the manner in which 
undergraduates choose their courses to the manner in which faculty members hire and 
fire their colleagues. 
 
In a particularly existential critique, the anonymous authors challenged Berkeley political 
scientists who would “invoke objectivity, detached scholarship and methodological rigor in order 
to escape the commitments of action and responsibility.” Furthermore, the authors were 
discomfited by the trajectory of the discipline: “We get the disquieting feeling that to become 
professional political scientists, we must strip ourselves of human feeling and abstain from 
political involvement. If that is so, it constitutes an ethical problem of the greatest magnitude. 
Yet most of our professors do not see it as a problem at all. And that is an ethical disaster.”4 
  The departmental conflict was, in effect, alienating. The false dichotomy presented by 
the FSM – side with the students or side with the administration – had been a particularly 
alienating experience for those, like Jacobson, who wanted to observe and ponder the events 
around them but were ultimately pushed toward action. That sense of political urgency also led 
to structural changes within the department. In the years following the FSM, two of Jacobson’s 
fellow political theorists left Berkeley due to the increasingly toxic environment within the 
department. Jack Schaar took a position at the recently opened UC Santa Cruz and Sheldon 
Wolin, an Oberlin graduate, moved cross-country to Princeton. That left only Jacobson, the final 
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member of the Berkeley political science “triumvirate” credited with establishing the so-called 
“Berkeley School” of political theory, largely influenced by Hannah Arendt’s political thought. 5 
 Jacobson’s relationship with his fellow political theorists was one of mutual respect. But, 
as Peyton noted, “departments are seething with all sorts of adventures.” Jacobson and his 
colleagues had distinct personalities; the political theory triumvirate was composed of three very 
different individuals with diverse teaching styles, interests, and backgrounds. Isebill Gruhn, an 
emeritus UC Santa Cruz professor who was a graduate student at Berkeley in the mid 1960s, 
recalled their different lecturing styles: Wolin was dry but concise and his lectures lent 
themselves to good note-taking; Schaar lectured like a verbose preacher and all the graduate 
students liked to imitate his voice; Jacobson’s lectures were unconventional and melodramatic, 
but self-contained and thought-out. Peyton also contrasted Wolin’s and Jacobson’s lectures: 
“Wolin…he gave brilliant lectures that were very scholarly and…you could just see the 
footnotes pouring out…and Norman’s approach was much more…theatrical, more emotional…it 
was based on deep reading but he was coming at it in a way that engaged the students more 
emotionally.”6  
 Jacobson’s lectures were certainly dramatic. The lectures he presented to his larger 
classes were written out and never improvised, but in his smaller seminar classes he took a 
different approach and tended to identify a major theme and then leave the classroom open to 
discussion. In all circumstances, whether pre-planned or improvised, Jacobson’s style was 
decidedly theatrical. Peyton recalled one instance in particular that highlighted this aspect of 
Jacobson’s teaching method. Jacobson encouraged students to reenact an event from the Spanish 
Civil War, in which a soldier directly confronted Francisco Franco: 
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…when Carlos came by as Franco to review the troops, the student took the oatmeal and 
splashed it on his uniform and said, ‘This food is terrible. I can’t fight with this kind of 
food.’ And Franco’s response was to taste the food and say, ‘You’re right. This food is 
very bad – we have to change the food. I’m reprimanding the officers responsible for the 
food. And, also, take this man who just soiled my uniform and shoot him.’ And Norman 
left it there…that was too early, that was too soon, to talk about what it meant. He wanted 
people to ruminate, to think about it for a while…Norman was thinking that if they went 
through that it would be too much closure too soon for the students. 
 
Jacobson’s propensity to “not do a lot of explaining” in his higher-level seminar courses left 
some graduate students, eager for answers, flustered. Jacobson wasn’t particularly concerned 
about finishing his Spanish Civil War tale; whether or not Franco actually had the solider shot 
was less important than the fact that his students were pondering the ramifications of Franco’s 
reaction. The process mattered more than the result; the real reward was in thorough 
contemplation. It was a far cry from textbook learning and his lectures quickly gained something 
of a cult following on campus. “His lectures became crafted works of art,” noted fellow political 
theorist Hanna Pitkin. “Above all, he became a storyteller, a teacher by parable.” In a time of 
increasing academic bureaucratization, Jacobson maintained an ability to connect directly with 
his students; he actively worked against the increasing separation between teacher and student 
that was a byproduct of the multiversity model. Jacobson was endeared for it, but he rejected the 
following he built as a result of his unique lectures. As his brother Jerry noted, Jacobson beat 
down any tendency for people to be followers and similarly rejected the concept of being a guru. 
He became, for better or worse, more of a guru figure than he would have liked to recognize.7 
 His unorthodox nature, unique position on campus, and contrarian nature led to a 
competitive relationship with Wolin. In an interview on the FSM conducted by Lisa Rubens, 
Jacobson provided a bit of insight into their complicated relationship, noting that he and Wolin 
were “quite competitive, and rarely cooperated on things.” When pressed to explain that 
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competitiveness, Jacobson cited publications, regard in the department, prestige among junior 
colleagues, and reputation as contributing factors. As two of the most established political 
theorists at Berkeley (and of the same age), Jacobson and Wolin sometimes found themselves 
butting heads. Jacobson wrote numerous academic articles but published only one book, Pride 
and Solace: The Functions and Limits of Political Theory, in 1978. Peyton recalled Hanna 
Pitkin’s remark: “Norman, you’re always doing things backwards. It was publish or perish, but 
in your case…you’ve written your book so late that in your case it’s publish and then perish.” 
Jacobson wasn’t promoted to full professor until the summer of 1965, fourteen years after he first 
began teaching at Berkeley. All of this is indicative of an important aspect of Jacobson’s 
character: he was committed to his own conception of the scholarly life. In many ways, Jacobson 
was more focused on the act of teaching than he was on acquiring accolades or making a name 
for himself as a cited scholar. If it was race to become the most published and best-connected 
political theorist at Berkeley, Wolin was the clear winner.8 
 Despite their differences and complicated interpersonal relationship, there was one thing 
that Jacobson and Wolin could collaborate on: their January 1965 appeal to Judge Rupert 
Crittenden. Although the FSM had formally reached its end on campus in the previous month, 
many of the movement’s leaders were still facing disciplinary action. The Academic Senate’s 
approval of new regulations favorable to the student protestors did little to change the students’ 
status off-campus: over 700 Berkeley students faced criminal charges in response to the 
December 2-3 Sproul Hall sit-in and mass arrest. Judge Rupert Crittenden of Alameda County 
was poised to preside over the court cases. Wolin and Jacobson – in addition to their political 
science colleagues Jacobus ten Broek and Aaron Wildavsky (who taught at Oberlin before 
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coming to Berkeley) and two members of the Speech department – authored “A Suggestion for 
Dismissal,” which they submitted directly to the judge. The authors – along with 256 faculty 
signatories, representing diverse departments like Molecular Biology, Landscape Architecture, 
Genetics, Music and Optometry – implored Crittenden to dismiss the criminal charges against 
the Berkeley students.9  
Their appeal stemmed from legal, moral and philosophical grounds. Legally, Jacobson 
and his colleagues argued that the “First Amendment limits the authority of the University to 
regulate student political activity on campus.” In a moral sense, the parallels between the 
struggle for civil rights and the FSM couldn’t be ignored. “The restrictions imposed upon 
political activity,” noted the faculty members, “fell with particular severity upon the fund-raising 
and recruiting efforts of civil rights groups…Leaders of campus civil rights groups thereupon 
became leaders in the Free Speech Movement.” Furthermore, the FSM stemmed from “a deeply 
moral indignation, aroused by the confrontation with palpable injustice and inequality, and 
marked not by hard-core calculation but by passionate identification with other Americans who 
are culturally deprived and politically disinherited.” According to the authors, the experience of 
the FSM opened up a philosophical discussion about the nature of the University and the position 
of its various members. They asserted that “students can no longer be treated as mere transients 
who ‘receive’ an education from their teachers, but must be accepted as a constituent part of the 
academic community,” which entailed “the right to be treated with dignity and to take 
responsible part in the affairs of the community.”10  
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All of this amounted to a detailed argument calling for the dismissal of charges. 
Unsurprisingly, this public act of support for the students by Berkeley faculty members was 
controversial. Arthur A. Armstrong, a Los Angeles lawyer, wrote directly to Judge Crittenden to 
urge him that the “law be impartially applied in your court, without influence by what appears to 
be an emotional faculty appeal.” Armstrong charged that the essence of the faculty position was 
that “a worthy end justifies illegal means” and suggested that fascist and communist dictators 
had adopted the same attitude to “abrogate the rule of law and suppress freedom.” Mrs. Chester 
Pugh Jr. of Redding also appealed directly to Crittenden, describing her immediate response to 
press coverage of the faculty petition: “My first reaction was indignation, but it really goes 
further than that!” In anticipation of the upcoming trials, she prayed for the judge. Gordon 
Minder of San Leandro chose instead to address conservative California State Assemblyman 
Don Mulford, praising him for his “criticism of the action of professor ten Broek and others in 
attempting to intimidate the court in its deliberation.” “Frankly,” wrote Minder, “I am most 
disturbed that a portion of my tax dollars are used to support ten Broek and other educators, 
particularly at U.C., who deem it essential to depart from their education fields in order to 
support political philosophies alien to mine.” His only criticism of Mulford’s response was that 
“it was too mild.”11 
 The immense 80-page collaborative appeal did little to settle tensions within the political 
science department. “I couldn’t take the atmosphere in the department,” Jacobson said. “It was 
too much. I was afraid that I would leave for someplace [that] would be a mistake for me and for 
my family. But I just couldn’t take it anymore.” He described the atmosphere in the department 
as “one of constant – the feeling of cabals all around, of late night quarrels, all of that stuff. And 
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I just couldn’t stomach it.” Although Jacobson didn’t leave Berkeley for another teaching 
position like his colleagues Schaar and Wolin, he noted, “in effect, I was out of this, too – out of 
the department.” By 1965, Jacobson was desperately in need of a break from the political science 
department. In a reflection prepared for the American Political Science Association Convention 
in New York in 1981, Jacobson described this period of his career: 
In light of the situation in the Political Science Department, I saw four possibilities open 
to me. One was to resign. But were I to leave academic life for some other endeavor, 
what was I competent to do? Not much. Though I was sorely tempted by other teaching 
offers, the institutions proffering them seemed to me, fairly or otherwise – I suspect the 
latter – retirement homes when compared to the volatile atmosphere at Berkeley. I 
figured I was not ready to retire. Another was to continue as before, but I feared that my 
days in the Department would become increasingly poisoned; my moods at the time, 
allowing for occasional exhilaration, vacillated between profound depression and surges 
of violent rage, more often than not reflected back upon myself. A fourth possibility was 
to find engrossing work somewhere else in the university of which I had been a member 
for fifteen years. I set out to do just that, and between 1965 and 1970 I served outside the 
Political Science Department half time for three years and full time for two.12 
 
 The end of the FSM, far from bringing an end to volatility on the Berkeley campus, 
proved to be the first in a string of conflicts that would preoccupy the University and the city 
throughout the 1960s. The so-called “Filthy Speech Movement,” a mostly unserious debate over 
the use of expletives on campus, immediately followed the FSM. But more serious events 
overwhelmed the community: increasing concern over the war in Vietnam and growing support 
for draft resistance led to massive antiwar protests in the Bay Area. Protestors also organized 
student strikes on campus to fight for a Third World College, which predated the establishment 
of the Berkeley Department of Ethnic Studies. As Berkeley became increasingly chaotic – a 
reflection of the increasing tension across the country – Jacobson was faced with a choice: 
succumb to the pandemonium or channel that energy toward something. Jacobson chose the 
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latter, in effect honoring Camus’ notion of creative rebellion. He transformed the negativity he 
sensed around him into a creative spark. “The campus continued to heat up,” noted Jacobson, 
so much so that when, with the encouragement of the President, a group of us proposed 
the establishment of a two-year Experimental College Program for first- and second-year 
students, the customarily staid and department-oriented Academic Senate gave us its 
blessing. In 1965, with a faculty of five – a philosopher, a poet, a constitutional lawyer, 
an engineer, and a political theorist – the new College was underway. The curriculum 
was to be guided by the theme “Cultures in Crisis”…It is clear in retrospect that it was 
the crisis at the University that helped dictate the curriculum.13 
 
 The principal founder of the Experimental College, philosopher Joseph Tussman, 
described the project as a process of “re-examination” of higher education, arguing that the 
“American college must rediscover and renew its commitment to its fundamental purpose.” 
Tussman drew the inspiration for his project from the work of philosopher and educational 
reformer Alexander Meiklejohn, who launched a similar project at the University of Wisconsin 
in 1932 and mentored Tussman while he was an undergraduate student at Madison. Although the 
course content of the Tussman Experimental College was inspired by the situation at Berkeley, 
the project itself was a manifestation of a broader phenomenon of the 1960s. Inspired by 
previous or ongoing educational experiments, such as the free schools movement, and increasing 
dissatisfaction with the bureaucratization of higher education, a string of progressive educators 
established similar experimental colleges throughout the country in the 1960s. As Tussman and 
his colleagues drew up the curriculum for their experimental college, comparable projects at San 
Francisco State College and Tufts University were underway. In the next several years, 
experimental colleges would also be established at the University of California, Davis, the 
University of Washington, and Oberlin College.14 
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For Jacobson, the Experimental College represented an opportunity to break away from 
his usual academic social circle and learn from colleagues in other disciplines. “True collegiality 
at last!” he recalled. But the inspiring concept quickly gave way to a different reality, with each 
professor becoming the “absolute ruler of his own domain”; for Jacobson, “the experiment 
proved a disaster” and he left the program after the first year.15  
 Jacobson soon found himself working not in the political science department but in the 
Department of Psychiatry at UC Berkeley’s Cowell Memorial Hospital, training as a 
psychotherapist and holding talk therapy sessions with students. Jacobson gained the attention of 
the clinic’s Chief of Psychiatry, James Paulsen, during the fall semester 1964, the semester of the 
FSM. Jacobson’s popular elective course, which drew on the works of many existential thinkers, 
had an unintended effect: therapists at the clinic reported seeing students “who were injecting 
materials from the readings and lectures…into their own therapeutic sessions: the Myth of 
Sisyphus and their own suicidal feelings, for instance.” The existential course readings coupled 
with the existential angst of the FSM protests proved overwhelming for some students. Paulsen 
recalled a particularly tragic incident and reflected on treating Jacobson’s students: 
The student who…came here, and was all by himself in a dorm, committed suicide in a 
very deliberate way. He went out and bought a gun…and then blew his brains out. His 
father came to see me. And he had been trying to figure it out. And he’d gone to his son’s 
room and the son had underlined a whole series of passages in a book by Camus…“The 
Myth of Sisyphus” which is about…the argument about suicide…and you could see if 
you followed his outlining he had argued himself into a corner which he couldn’t see the 
answer to…It was always a very eerie feeling knowing about the kids’ personal lives, 
listening to them discuss in the classroom what they’d been discussing very importantly 
with me, like ‘should I commit suicide,’ and then talking about Socrates and taking the 
hemlock, and this would be a totally different level of conversation; the same kid who 
was just completely at sea about that question when he’s talking to me could discuss very 
lucidly when it became Socrates. 
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Jacobson was initially hesitant to take on a position as a therapist when Paulsen first presented 
him an offer. “I had undergone the obligatory five-year analysis during the ‘50s,” he admitted, 
“but that and my reading in Freud and Associates had pretty much made up the total of my 
experience in psychotherapeutics.” But he quickly found he had a knack for the job. Jacobson 
treated “one of the lesser leaders of the Free Speech Movement” who felt unsatisfied by both 
action and inaction, a Chicano first-generation college student struggling with the burdens of 
representing his community, and a black student from inner-city San Francisco who felt 
conflicted about leaving friends and family for a vastly different community at Berkeley. Most of 
all, Jacobson was exposed to “customary postadolescent suffering”: separation from home, 
loneliness and isolation, relationship problems, and general anxiety.16  
  Jacobson’s stint as a therapist was ultimately more impactful than he could have 
anticipated. “I have not continued as a therapist,” he noted, “but the experience finds its way, 
however muted or transmuted, into my teaching and writing in political theory. That experience, 
a consequence actually of a negative choice on my part, was one of the most critical in my entire 
life.”17 Jacobson witnessed firsthand the way in which the existential issues raised by the FSM 
manifested themselves in the personal deliberations of his therapy patients. Existential angst was 
palpable on campus. The key was to embrace it and work with it, as Camus had advised, not to 
run from it.  
 Existentialism was increasingly becoming a focus in Jacobson’s own life and soon found 
its way directly into his teaching. In 1968, he led an experimental seminar course, 
“Existentialism and Freedom,” which, true to its title, permitted an unusual amount of freedom to 
its nine students. The course lacked a lesson plan – gone were the pre-planned lectures – and 
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Jacobson did not establish a regular meeting time or place. The class generally met in students’ 
off-campus apartments instead of a campus classroom. Students were allowed to create their own 
reading list based on Jacobson’s suggestions. Despite the absence of a lesson plan, the course did 
have a clear goal: to examine students’ simultaneous desire for freedom and their need for the 
support of authority. Throughout the semester, Jacobson urged his students to confront the 
authority figure in the room: their professor.18  
 Jacobson’s pedagogical experiment was so unorthodox that it gained the attention of the 
producers of National Educational Television’s Men Who Teach series, which featured renowned 
educators across the country. The show’s second episode, which aired in April 1968, chronicled 
Jacobson’s seminar. As his experience working at Cowell Memorial Hospital reinforced, the 
dramatic events on campus were having a profound impact on the personal lives of his students. 
Yet many professors on campus continued to teach their courses with little to no recognition of 
the tumultuous circumstances. “Everyone of us is boring or distracting or performing when we 
try to talk about what ain’t on our minds,” Jacobson noted. Paulsen concurred: “It’s obvious that 
there are teachers who teach in a way that’s really unconnected with change in the students and 
it’s totally related to the material. And there are therapists who do therapy in the same way…But 
the more you get involved in the central question of how do people go about changing, what is 
the fear of change…the role of the therapist or the teacher…begin to sound very familiar.”19 
 The real intent of “Existentialism and Freedom” was to turn the classroom into a space in 
which students could “translate ideas about authority into the language of personal experience – 
including the experience of education itself and the role played by teachers.”20 In a sense, the 
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course blurred the line between the classroom and the therapist’s office; Jacobson allowed 
himself to draw upon both his experiences as a professor and as a therapist to lead the class. It 
was a profoundly self-reflective exercise for all involved, most of all for Jacobson. He’d been 
contemplating the authenticity of his role within the university since he first arrived, attempting 
to piece together a framework for how to perform his task in a manner consistent with who he 
was. The dramatic events of the 1960s put that existential quest in starker relief.   
In “Existentialism and Freedom,” Jacobson permitted himself to fully be, in some sense, 
what he always had been: a student of existentialism. He and his students embraced communal 
struggle to come to terms with the central teachings of the philosophy. One student admitted that 
initially she felt unable to “fully accept existentialism…that there was a dichotomy between 
having a totally meaningless world and accepting it and wanting to make meanings in the form 
of helping others.” But she realized, “what was happening was that I was really afraid of being 
totally alone and what I would find.” Often, Jacobson and his students drew clear connections 
between their personal existential dilemmas and those presented in the course readings. In 
response to a student’s concerns about cooperating with the Selective Service Act, Jacobson 
associated existential readings with real world experience:  
Jacobson: This is a theme we talked a lot about – sacrificing. Could it be possible that 
what appalled Kierkegaard was not that Abraham sacrificed…his God-given child but 
that Abraham made a sacrifice…So maybe what was appalling to Kierkegaard was that 
he heard about one man who made a sacrifice, one man. – I’m gonna sacrifice myself for 
the P.T.A. Well that sounds to us, you know, ludicrous. But if we say ‘I’m gonna 
sacrifice myself to the student movement, we start listening to it, and I wonder whether 
we should listen to that.21 
 
Jacobson, despite his class cancellation – which appeared a resounding example of 
faculty support for the FSM protestors – also took issue with the notion of idealistic students 
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wholeheartedly giving themselves to the student movement. It was not that he objected to the 
goals of the New Left; in fact, as a committed progressive, Jacobson admired the student 
activists of the 1960s a great deal. He respected their courage and tenacity in challenging the 
status quo. The societal issues that concerned student activists were often the problems that 
worried Jacobson. In a purely political sense, they were on the same side. His hesitation, 
however, stemmed less from political concerns than it did from philosophical grounding. To 
Jacobson, fully devoting oneself to any cause – the P.T.A. or the student movement – meant 
giving up a degree of perspective. It was akin to believing in ideas as truths rather than 
acknowledging their imperfectness. Commitment to the movement too often meant sacrificing 
one’s humanity, cherishing principle over one’s fellows. “Whether we wish it or not, whether, 
indeed, we like it or not,” Jacobson observed in Pride and Solace, “all our actions affect other 
flesh-and-blood beings. Whenever we neglect to consider this, we exceed the limits of our 
humanness and adopt a hostile stance toward our fellows, pridefully inconsiderate of the race of 
men. We become as gods.” According to Jacobson, Albert Camus and George Orwell both 
believed that striving for sainthood was, paradoxically, an easier ambition than “accepting the 
burdens of one’s own humanity.” Becoming a martyr in the student movement, then, could be 
viewed as an attempt to convert oneself into a saint, to become venerated for principles instead 
of being respected for one’s dealings with others. Ascension to martyrdom or sainthood implied 
some form of philosophical treason, an attempt to deny or evade the reality of one’s existence. 
Perhaps Camus put it best in The Rebel: “To abandon oneself to principles is really to die – and 
to die for an impossible love, which is the contrary of love.”22 
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22 Jacobson, Pride and Solace, 154; Ibid, 147; Ibid, 148. 
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In a further attempt to connect personal experience with classroom experience, Jacobson 
designed another course, “Toward the Expression of the Idea of Freedom,” this time with the 
help of Peyton. It combined existential contemplation and one of Jacobson’s other passions: 
theater and film. He had collaborated on productions of operas and plays on the Berkeley campus 
and had even pitched ideas for TV shows to Hollywood producers. Now, with Peyton at his side, 
Jacobson would lead a summer seminar in which students would simultaneously explore the 
nature of freedom and learn how to use filmmaking equipment. The final product –an hour long 
film entitled Report– is a “wonderful, wild collage of the ‘sixties.” Report is about the 
experience of making a movie, capturing heated class discussions and philosophical interviews 
with Jacobson in the back of a pickup truck that meanders through downtown Berkeley. The 
phrase, “OK, this has been fun, but I think it’s time to make the movie now,” rings out 
throughout the film. At times, it chronicles what appears to be a semi-autobiographical 
experience: that of a new professor unsure of his place at the university. One dramatic moment 
depicts “the professor pursued by his class, scrambling over and through the huge, sculptured 
letters “K N O W” set up on the lawn.” The film is quintessentially a period piece but also a 
testament to the important existential experiences of both the students and the teachers.23 
“Existentialism and Freedom” and “Toward the Expression of the Idea of Freedom” 
explored the fundamental existential dilemma of Jacobson’s own life at the University: bridging 
the gap between thought and action. After his experience of navigating the politically charged 
events of the FSM, ultimately compelled to take a stand, Jacobson related personally to the 
existential experiences of his students. “Students reach moral decisions but often cannot translate 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 “Norman Jacobson: Memories and Appreciation,” Jacobson Papers (Series 4, Carton 4, Folder 4), 2; Matador 
television show pitch to MCA Artists, LTD., Jacobson Papers (Series 2, Carton 2, Folders 30-33); Surprise Party 
television show pitch, Jacobson Papers (Series 2, Carton 2, Folders 30-33); “Norman Jacobson: Memories and 
Appreciation,” Jacobson Papers, 2. 
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these decisions into effective political action,” noted the host of Men Who Teach. “The 
connection between thought and life is also needed by students who increasingly feel the urgency 
to relate ideas to experience and thought to action.”24 Where did thinking end and action begin? 
At what point did being become doing?  
Navigating the process of moving from thought to action could be uncomfortable – in 
fact, it often was. But to Jacobson it was necessary: the events he witnessed on campus 
necessitated a response. It was his responsibility to determine his authentic response. Jacobson 
understood Camus’ observation about the human experience in Sisyphus: avoiding the 
uncomfortable aspects of life amounted to nothing more than an attempt to shirk the essential 
task of life. Denying the reality of the human experience in no way changed that stark reality. 
Evasion didn’t lead to fulfillment. Before the TV cameras that would broadcast his message 
nationally, Jacobson gave a rousing defense of existentialism and, in effect, of his own journey: 
Man is born a rebel. But he cannot stand freedom. Once he becomes aware of his choices 
he becomes aware of his freedom. Then he has a problem. His own responsibility for his 
own freedom. But freedom presents itself to us very often as its opposite – suffering, 
what each of us goes through when we try to somehow or other reconcile the claims for 
our own uniqueness, our absolute freedom and autonomy, and the demand which is 
placed upon us by love, by living with other people, by sociability…One of the problems 
of freedom: what do you do when presented by doubt, confusion, suffering? You can 
choose not to suffer, not to doubt, but it could very well be…It was Kafka who said it – 
the last choice you’ll ever make.25  
 
Jacobson had come far, both in his life experience and in the progression of his unique existential 
perspective. At each step of the road, however, he’d been confronted by a recurring dilemma. 
Jacobson’s quandary was, on one hand, a product of certain historical, social, and political 
factors, and, on the other, a predicament transcendent of time or context. Jacobson had certainly 
been plagued by doubt, confusion, and suffering. But rather than shying away from his 
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25 Ibid, 20.  
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experience, Jacobson immersed himself in it, part of his larger attempt to make sense of the 











A Compassionate Soul in No Man’s Land:  
The Authentic Political Response 
 
 This thesis has traced a personal narrative: the story of Norman Jacobson, a Jewish boy 
from the Bronx who, due to his tenacity and natural intellect, rose to teach political theory at one 
of the nation’s most prestigious universities and found himself caught up in a political 
whirlwind. Jacobson’s story is an inherently subjective one: it was his life, his experience, and 
his perspective that formed the basis of this project. Jacobson’s experience offers us insights 
about the particular historical, political and social circumstances he lived through, while 
providing something greater as well. His story can tell us something about the concerns 
presented by political action in the 1960s, especially for university professors. When one strips 
away those finite circumstances, however, viewing his story in its essence, the significance of 
Jacobson’s dilemma takes on another layer of meaning. Circumstances vary, but the existential 
dilemma underscored by Jacobson’s personal experience continually resurfaces. We all face our 
own crisis of commitments.  
 Jacobson was too inquisitive to feel solaced by having a God, a principle, or a leader on 
which to rely throughout his life. He never felt quite at home at the university. Due to his 
outsider background and contrarian nature, he never felt completely assimilated into academia, 
regardless of his success or reputation. The Berkeley political science department, while 
providing opportunities for collaboration, could also be a source of tension for Jacobson, 
compounding his discomfort within the university. Broadly speaking, Jacobson probably never 
quite felt settled in life. He couldn’t trick himself into believing that objectivity could provide 
some sense of existential comfort. He was too questioning to let ideas falsely establish 
themselves as truths in his mind. Rather, he found in the world a sense of “cosmic indifference, 
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directionless drift, profound individual solitude.”1 By rejecting the hunt for truth that fascinates 
the modern world, Jacobson instead immersed himself in the sometimes unsatisfactory and often 
elusive search for meaning. Jacobson chose what he deemed the honest response: to 
unflinchingly view the world as it was rather than convince himself to see it as he hoped it might 
be.  
 As contemplative as he was, Jacobson still felt an unshakeable need to act in the world. 
The real question was whether or not he could act both politically and authentically. Everything 
else flowed from his desire to understand himself; his political activity in the 1960s was no 
exception. He approached politics through the lens of authenticity: an attempt to navigate 
conflicting commitments, obligations that seemingly steered Jacobson in opposing directions, 
and nonetheless find a course of action through the thicket of uncertainty. As always, Jacobson 
found something to admire in the writings and life of Albert Camus. “What is at the bottom of 
his commitment is that, everything considered, a determined soul will always manage,” Jacobson 
noted in Pride and Solace. “The whole thrust of his work, and his life, is towards existing within 
messiness, learning to live in the absence of assurance that one is right and one’s opponent is 
wrong.”2 Jacobson couldn’t allow himself that assurance – that his position was objectively 
correct in opposition to something definitively incorrect. Stripped of certainty, political action 
became, for Jacobson, a gamble: an uneasy social game that was simultaneously alluring and 
frightening.  
A politics devoid of certainties appeared, to Jacobson, to be a politics of absurdity. But 
the inherent uncertainty of politics, especially the turbulent politics of the 1960s, didn’t keep 
Jacobson from playing the game. Rather, his cognizance of political ambiguity influenced the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Jacobson, Pride and Solace, 162.  
2 Ibid, 145.  
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way he approached politics. Sometimes that meant abstaining, but often it meant approaching 
political action in a unique way with a nuanced perspective. His was a politics of reflection and 
self-awareness, two qualities too often lacking in politics. Jacobson sought, like Camus, “to 
confront, without blinders of any kind – metaphysical, religious, or ideological – an absurd 
political situation.”3 He wanted to approach politics honestly and authentically. But how could 
he reconcile his conflicting commitments? In the case of the FSM, how could he simultaneously 
honor the university, the institution that provided him the opportunity to have his task, and his 
students who perceptively pointed out its faults? How could he formulate a political response 
that merged those divergent obligations while simultaneously honoring both? 
 Jacobson found insight in Pascal’s Maxim: “A man does not show his greatness by being 
at one extremity, but rather by touching both at once.”4 Jacobson surveyed the battlefield from 
above, watching the movements of both sides. In a sense, he was an observer. But he was also an 
actor, more so than many at the university. Rather than fully lining up behind the student 
protestors – Jacobson did, after all, agree with many of their critiques of the multiversity – he 
sought to situate himself somewhere in between both sides of the debate. That was a 
fundamentally unsatisfactory position, one in constant tension, but it seemed the most honest 
response. He wanted to honor his personal commitments to both sides: to his cherished students, 
who were inspired by his words and who had in turn inspired him, and to Clark Kerr, the face of 
the university, who had done Jacobson a favor early in his career and become both a colleague 
and a friend.  
Jacobson’s reluctance to enter the political realm also stemmed from another overarching 
clash of commitments: the tension between the contemplative life and a life of political action in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid, 150.  
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the public sphere. Jacobson thoroughly enjoyed the solitude permitted by his career. But before 
long it always seemed that something or someone would call him away from his individual 
pursuit and demand his attention. He immersed himself in his authentic enterprise of writing, 
contemplating, and teaching; the irony was that the demand for action always seemed to follow 
him.5 This was never truer than in the 1960s with its array of political concerns and range of 
political activists. The FSM was just the beginning. Jacobson was perhaps both intrigued by the 
counterculture and uncomfortable, in part, with its bold challenge to the status quo. As the 
Vietnam War dragged on and political organizing intensified, so too did the backlash. As the 
stakes rose, politics proved more and more alienating to Jacobson. There seemed little room for 
contemplation or compassion in the midst of increasing political polarization.  
Evidence of this sense of alienation can be detected in Jacobson and Peyton’s 1970s 
screenplay A Distant Drummer. The work traces the story of John Brown, the Kansas 
abolitionist, leading up to his unsuccessful raid on Harper’s Ferry. Much of the story focuses on 
the relationship of Owen Brown, the oldest son, and his father; Jacobson tended to view the 
screenplay as essentially a father-son story, perhaps examining his own relationship with his 
father through the work. It highlighted a clash of commitments, in part generational: John 
Brown’s commitment to the raid and Owen Brown’s commitment to pacifism. But A Distant 
Drummer is also a tale about being dragged into radical politics. Owen Brown, as much an 
abolitionist as his father, agrees with the overall goal of John Brown’s plan, but objects to his 
father’s methods. Owen strives to bring about emancipation, but he and his father disagree over 
whether or not the raid on the military depot is the best way to achieve their goal. The screenplay 
held a special significance for Jacobson. In a sense, it captured the dilemma he’d faced 
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5 Robert Peyton, interview by author, January 23, 2015.   
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throughout the 1960s: agreeing with the goals but not necessarily with the means, agreeing with 
the protestors’ demands but not necessarily with joining the protests himself. With opposing 
commitments and divergent emotions, political action became more troublesome for Jacobson.  
In his attempt to reconcile this clash of commitments, Jacobson drew inspiration from 
Camus’ experience of the Algerian War, in which the Algerian-born Camus urged his Arab and 
French compatriots to set aside their differences and find a solution to prevent bloodshed. 
Jacobson interpreted Camus’ plea as a desire to take a stand in no man’s land amid the whizzing 
bullets and attempt, painfully and with great difficulty, to understand the calls from both armies 
while simultaneously pointing out the absurdity of the entire enterprise. Jacobson recognized the 
seeming madness of this position: “Put all one’s heart and suffering into a cry for moderation? 
All one’s passion in a plea against unreasonable and dangerous passions? Even though men will 
not listen, and if they do listen, will not heed? Stand in no man’s land, pleading for limits amid 
the whizzing bullets?”6 But to Camus – and to Jacobson – taking a stand in no man’s land was a 
necessity. One could have admiration for one’s principles and love for one’s fellows, but what 
happened if they came into opposition with each other? The true horror was in having to choose: 
principle over humanity or humanity over principle. If it came down to that distasteful selection, 
Camus clearly seems to have wanted to die alongside his brothers rather than die a martyr for a 
cherished cause. Camus’ politics – and Jacobson’s by extension – was therefore one of 
compassion. Although it stemmed from a subjective process of self-analysis, a turning inward, it 
ultimately found love and respect for humanity to be its highest principle.   
For both Jacobson and Camus, the ideal political actor, the model of action in the midst 
of uncertainty and divergent commitments, was the Rebel. “In the absence of fixed principles, he 
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6 Jacobson, Pride and Solace, 149-150.  
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nevertheless cherishes unity and distrusts uniformity, respects diversity but resists violent and 
mutually destructive conflict, appreciates ambiguity and resists the tempting counsel either of 
renunciation or out of contempt,” wrote Jacobson.  
Camus’ Political Man respects men and distrusts mankind, as well as the 
determined lovers of mankind who commit the most heinous crimes in our name. 
He confesses ignorance, and suspects the neat solution. He combines an 
attachment to principles, and frankly acknowledges the difficulty of choosing 
between them in any given situation. Thus the Political Man looks to 
circumstances rather than to abstractions. He yearns to explore the limits of the 
possible in political affairs and is wary of his own tendency to fall into bad faith. 
Finally, he does not live as anyone’s slave.7  
 
The Rebel realizes the uncertainty of his situation while simultaneously remaining cognizant of 
the fact that action, no matter how imperfect or insufficient, is still a necessity of politics. Like 
Sisyphus, the Rebel manages to find a way to act creatively despite the absurdity of his 
condition. The Rebel uses politics to create, to generate, to build, rather than to destroy. This, in 
essence, is the key to Jacobson’s thought: instead of feeling crushed by the weight of a world 
devoid of certainty, Jacobson instead turned his existential anguish into a creative spark. With no 
fixed points, Jacobson still knew he had to latch onto something and commit to it, no matter how 
imperfect that action might be.  
 Jacobson’s experience, on one hand, reflects the complexity of political action in the 
1960s. His experience, although not necessarily representative, does provide insight about the 
particular concerns a professor in the ‘60s may have experienced when faced with radical student 
activism on campus. Although Jacobson’s response was uniquely his, the concerns he faced were 
not. Protests on college campuses are a common sight today, but the FSM presented one of the 
first examples of a large student protest on university grounds. It would go on to inspire students 
around the world, perhaps most famously at the Sorbonne in Paris in 1968. For many professors, 
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the university was a sanctuary. Any student protest – regardless of its goal – could feel like an 
intrusion. For Jacobson, this was in part, the case: the FSM pulled him out of his routine, 
demanded his attention and his action, thus detracting from his customary contemplation. On the 
other hand, a student movement like the FSM also proved inspiring. For Jacobson, it was a 
personal reaffirmation that his students appreciated what he taught, so much so that they wanted 
to translate the abstract notions presented in his classes into concrete political action. The FSM 
highlighted Jacobson’s internal tension between contemplation and action, giving him much to 
contemplate in the process.  
 Jacobson’s dilemma is one we all face. In our own time and in our own way, we all face 
our own crisis of commitments. We feel pulled in different directions, sometimes even 
diametrically opposed directions. Surrounded by the uncertainty of the human condition, we still 
need to find a way to act authentically in the world. Jacobson’s story provides us with a lesson – 
not a clearly defined one, but one that must be pondered, teased out. That is his greatest legacy: 
Jacobson’s headstone simply reads TEACHER and in his wake he left a life that is, in its 
essence, an abstract, dramatic, and profoundly meaningful lecture. But, just like Jacobson’s 
lectures in the classroom, it falls short of providing us with all the answers. It doesn’t offer 
solace, but rather urges us toward thought. If his complex experience offers us one overarching 
insight, it’s this: we never stop searching.  
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